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Unlocking the Secrets of Chemical Identity: Determining Molecular 
Formulas and True Formula Worksheets

In the world of chemistry, the ability to pinpoint the exact number of atoms of each element in a compound is 

fundamental. Whether you’re a high �school student tackling stoichiometry, a college sophomore working through 

organic chemistry, or a professional chemist preparing a detailed report, mastering the art of determining 

molecular formulas is essential. A reliable way to practice and solidify this skill is through targeted worksheets that 

focus on identifying the true formulasof substances. This article will guide you through the concepts, steps, and

practical tools—especially worksheets—to master the art of determining molecular formulas.

What Is a Molecular Formula?

A molecular formula lists the exact number of each type of atom present in a single molecule of a compound. For 

example, the molecular formula of water is H ‚O, indicating that each water molecule contains two hydrogen atoms

and one oxygen atom. The molecular formula provides a snapshot of a compound’s composition, which is crucial

for predicting its properties, reactivity, and behavior in chemical reactions.

Empirical vs. Molecular Formula

It’s important to distinguish between two related but distinct concepts:

•  Empirical formula: The simplest whole �number ratio of the elements in a compound. For glucose, the empirical 

formula is C †H • ‚O †, which is also its molecular formula because the ratio is already the simplest representation.

•  Molecular formula: The exact number of atoms in a single molecule. In many cases, the empirical formula is a 

fraction of the molecular formula. For example, the empirical formula of hydrogen peroxide is H ‚O, but its molecular 

formula is H ‚O ‚ because the actual molecule contains twice as many oxygen atoms.

Understanding the difference between empirical and molecular formulas is the first step in accurately determining a

compound’s true structure.

The Concept of a “True Formula”

In chemistry education, the term “true formula” often refers to the molecular formulathat accurately reflects the

number of atoms in a single molecule. Some teachers and textbooks use “true formula” to emphasize the

distinction between the empirical ratio and the actual molecular composition.

When students encounter a new substance, they typically follow a process to determine its true formula:

1.  Identify the empirical formula from experimental data (often given as percent composition).

2.  Determine the molar mass of the compound using its empirical formula.

3.  Compare the molar mass of the empirical formula with the actual molar mass of the substance.

4.  Calculate the ratio between the two masses to find the factor that converts the empirical formula to the 

molecular formula.

Once the factor is known, multiply each subscript in the empirical formula by that factor to obtain the true

(molecular) formula.



Why Worksheets Are Essential for Mastery

Learning by doing is a proven educational strategy. Worksheets that focus on determining molecular formulas

provide students with structured practice and immediate feedback. Here’s why these worksheets are indispensable:

•  Repetition of Key Steps: Each worksheet reinforces the same logical sequence—empirical formula !’ molar 

mass !’ factor !’ true formula—helping students internalize the workflow.

•  Varied Difficulty Levels: Worksheets can range from simple problems with clear data to complex scenarios 

that require critical thinking and error analysis.

•  Immediate Feedback: Many worksheets include answer keys or digital tools that allow students to check their 

work instantly.

•  Skill Transfer: By practicing with diverse compounds (inorganic, organic, ionic, covalent), students learn to 

apply the same principles across different chemical contexts.

Because of these benefits, teachers often assign worksheets on determining molecular formulas true formulas 

worksheetas a core component of the curriculum. These worksheets not only strengthen computational skills but

also deepen conceptual understanding.

Step �by �Step Guide: From Percent Composition to True Formula

Below is a comprehensive, step �by �step method that you can apply to any compound when you’re given percent

composition data. This approach is the foundation of most true �formula worksheets.

Step 1: Convert Percent Composition to Grams

Assume you have a 100 �gram sample of the compound. The percent composition can be directly interpreted as

grams:

•  For example, if a compound contains 40% carbon, it means there are 40 grams of carbon in the 100 �gram 

sample.

•  Similarly, 6% hydrogen corresponds to 6 grams of hydrogen, and 54% oxygen to 54 grams of oxygen.

Step 2: Convert Grams to Moles

Divide the gram value of each element by its atomic mass to obtain the number of moles:

1.  Carbon (C): 40 g ÷ 12.01 g/mol = 3.33 mol

2.  Hydrogen (H): 6 g ÷ 1.008 g/mol = 5.96 mol

3.  Oxygen (O): 54 g ÷ 16.00 g/mol = 3.38 mol

Step 3: Find the Simplest Whole �Number Ratio

Divide each mole value by the smallest number of moles among the elements:

•  Smallest moles = 3.33 (for carbon)

•  Carbon ratio = 3.33 ÷ 3.33 = 1

•  Hydrogen ratio = 5.96 ÷ 3.33 "H 1.79 ("H 2 when rounded to the nearest whole number)

•  Oxygen ratio = 3.38 ÷ 3.33 "H 1.01 ("H 1 when rounded)

The empirical formula is therefore C •H ‚O •, which simplifies to CH ‚O.

Step 4: Calculate the Empirical Formula Mass

Multiply the atomic masses by the subscripts of the empirical formula and sum them:

•  Carbon: 12.01 g/mol × 1 = 12.01 g/mol



•  Hydrogen: 1.008 g/mol × 2 = 2.016 g/mol

•  Oxygen: 16.00 g/mol × 1 = 16.00 g/mol

•  Empirical formula mass = 12.01 + 2.016 + 16.00 = 30.026 g/mol

Step 5: Determine the Molecular Mass of the Compound

Often the problem statement will provide the molar mass (e.g., 180.16 g/mol). If not, you may need to calculate it

from other data such as the mass of a known sample or from a balanced equation.

Step 6: Compute the Factor (n)

Divide the molecular mass by the empirical formula mass:

•  Factor n = 180.16 g/mol ÷ 30.026 g/mol "H 6.00

Since n is an integer (6), the empirical formula must be multiplied by 6 to obtain the true formula.

Step 7: Write the True Formula

Multiply each subscript in the empirical formula by the factor:

•  Carbon: 1 × 6 = 6

•  Hydrogen: 2 × 6 = 12

•  Oxygen: 1 × 6 = 6

•  True formula = C †H • ‚O † (glucose)

That completes the determination of the true formula.

Sample Worksheet Problem

Below is a typical problem you might find on a determining molecular formulas true formulas worksheet:

“A 100 �gram sample of a compound contains 40.0% carbon, 6.0% hydrogen, and 54.0% oxygen by mass. The

molar mass of the compound is 180.16 g/mol. Determine the true formula.”

Follow the steps above to solve it. The answer is C †H • ‚O †.

Creating Your Own Worksheet

Teachers and tutors can craft custom worksheets to suit the learning objectives of their students. Below is a

template you can use to create engaging practice problems.

Worksheet Template

1.  Provide the percent composition of a compound (e.g., 32% C, 5% H, 63% O).

2.  Give the molar mass of the compound (e.g., 120.16 g/mol).

3.  Ask the student to determine the empirical formula.

4.  Ask the student to calculate the empirical formula mass.

5.  Ask the student to compute the factor (n).

6.  Ask the student to write the true (molecular) formula.

Include a solution key that walks through each step, explaining common pitfalls and offering hints.

Example Problem

“A 100 �gram sample of a compound contains 32.0% carbon, 5.0% hydrogen, and 63.0% oxygen. The molar mass of

the compound is 120.16 g/mol. Determine the true formula.”



Solution steps are similar to the earlier example but with different numbers. The expected true formula is C ƒH †O ƒ.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

•  Rounding Errors: Always keep at least three significant figures when converting grams to moles. Rounding too 

early can lead to incorrect ratios.

•  Incorrect Empirical Formula Mass: Double �check the multiplication of subscripts and atomic masses. A small 

arithmetic slip can derail the entire calculation.

•  Misidentifying the Factor (n): Remember that n must be an integer. If you obtain a non �integer, revisit your 

calculations or consider whether the empirical formula was simplified correctly.

•  Assuming the Empirical Formula is the Molecular Formula: Even if the empirical formula appears to match the 

molar mass, verify the factor to avoid mistakes.

•  Ignoring Significant Figures: When reporting the final true formula, it’s a matter of subscripts, but the molar 

mass should reflect the proper significant figures.

Advanced Topics for the Curious Chemist
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