
DECIMAL 
PLACES, 
SIGNIFICANT 
FIGURES AND 
ROUNDING
What do I have to know?
Decimal places are counted from the 
decimal point, left to right.

0. (1st) (2nd) (3rd) (4th) …

Numbers written to 2 decimal places

0.023 becomes 0.02 1.15546 becomes 1.16 0.00000070 becomes 0.00

Examples of decimal places

Examples of significant figures
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Indices follow a few nice rules…

Significant figures give meaning to a 
number but if they come after a decimal 
point, we do not include the leading zeros 
unless there is a number before the 
decimal point

0. 0002  Not significant
10.0002  Significant

Rounding is interested only in the number 
to the right of the number to be rounded.  It 
is 5 or above round up. 4 or below, stays 
the same.

15.56|732  (6 rounds to 7)

15.5673|2  (3 stays as a 3)

In rounding you look at the number after the one you need to stop at e.g. the 3rd decimal place you look 
at the next number along.  If it is 5 or greater you must round up.  If it is 4 or less it stays the same.  If 
the number is a 9 turning to a 0, then you must round the number up in to the left of the 0.

Examples of rounding

Numbers written to 5 decimal places

0.02000035 becomes 0.02000 8.1995422 becomes 8.19954
0.10070000 becomes 0.10070 It is implicit that you round the final digit.

Decimal places are usually asked for at the end of an exam question e.g.  ….to 3 decimal places.  If it is 
not mentioned in the question, you should never use more decimal places in your answer than you can 
see in the question. Sometimes you should use common sense.  If the question is about distances, it 
may be that you only use 1 or 2 decimal places but 10 would seem silly.

Numbers written to 2 significant figures

0.023 becomes 0.023 1.15 becomes 1.2  1254844.246 becomes 1300000

Numbers written to 5 significant figures

0.02000334 becomes 0.020003 8.00899000015000 becomes 8.0090 
876.24542 becomes 876.25

Rounding to the 2nd decimal place

0.054 becomes 0.05 1.15546 becomes 1.16
0.998 becomes 1.00 there is a knock-on effect of zeros in this last rounding


