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Curiosity: Why percentages can identify materials
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Percent composition is a ratio, so it does not change when the sample gets larger or smaller. A
1.00 g piece of pure magnesium oxide and a 100.0 g piece have the same magnesium percentage.
That makes percent composition useful for comparing a measured sample with a proposed formula.

The comparison is evidence, not a magic label. A close match can support a claim, while a
mismatch can signal impurity, measurement uncertainty, a wet sample, or an incorrect proposed
formula. Chemists pair percent data with other observations before making a strong identification.

Try it: CaCO3 and CO2 both contain carbon and oxygen. Predict which has the greater carbon
percentage before calculating; then explain how the total mass of the other atoms controls the
answer.
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