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Relative mass 

Learning objectives 
1 Explain why relative, rather than actual, masses are used most in chemistry. 

2 Combine writing with calculations to give fuller explanations of chemical 

concepts. 

3 Describe how the relative masses of individual atoms, relative atomic mass, 

relative formula mass and percentage composition are linked. 

Introduction  
In chemistry we compare the masses of subatomic particles, atoms, elements and 
compounds using relative masses, rather than stating the actual mass of the species 
in grams. The relative mass of any particle is its mass relative (compared) to 1

12
 of the 

mass of a single carbon-12 ( C 12 ) atom. Relative masses are important because we 
count atoms using their masses as they are far too small to see. 

Instructions 
1. Stick the structure strip in the margin of your exercise book/paper.  
2. Reflect on what you already know about relative mass and where you have 

seen the key terms before. Follow the prompts and use your knowledge to write a 
summary of relative mass. If you'd like more support, what other sources could 
you use to find the information, e.g. a copy of the periodic table, a textbook, 
online?    

3. Answer the extended answer question to apply your knowledge of relative mass 
to a new context.  

Key words 
Use these key words and phrases in your responses: 

• proton • neutron • electron • standard form • isotope • relative atomic mass  

 • weighted average • relative formula mass  • percentage  
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Extended answer question 
Bromine has an atomic number of 35. Some bromine atoms have a relative mass of 
79, and some have a relative mass of 81. The relative atomic mass of bromine is 80. 
Elemental bromine exists as diatomic molecules, Br2. 

• Use this information to determine the relative formula mass of bromine. 

• Explain how these four different relative masses all apply to the same element. 

https://edu.rsc.org/structure-strips/relative-mass-structure-strip-14-16/4021371.article
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