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Why Does Ice Float?! 
 

 

Cool glass of water topped with huge 
chunks of ice is sure to quench your 
thirst on a hot summer day. But, before 
you guzzle the water, look at how the ice 
floats on the water surface. How do 
these large ice pieces manage to stay 
afloat? 

There are two parts to the answer for this 
question. First, let's take a look at why anything floats. Then, let's examine 
why ice floats on top of liquid water, instead 
of sinking to the bottom.  

Answer: A substance floats if it is less 
dense, or has less mass per unit volume, 
than other components in a mixture. For 
example, if you toss a handful of rocks into a 
bucket of water, the rocks, which are dense 
compared to the water, will sink. The water, which is less dense than the 
rocks, will float. Basically, the rocks push the water out of the way, or 
displace it. 

 For an object to be able to float, it has to displace a weight of fluid equal to 
its own weight.  

Water reaches its maximum density at 4°C (40°F). As it cools further and 
freezes into ice, it actually becomes less dense. On the other hand, most 
substances are most dense in their solid (frozen) state than in their liquid 
state. Water is different because of hydrogen bonding. A water molecule 
is made from one oxygen atom and two hydrogen atoms, strongly joined 
to each other with covalent bonds. Water molecules are also attracted to 
each other by weaker chemical bonds (hydrogen bonds) between the 
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positively-charged hydrogen atoms and the 
negatively-charged oxygen atoms of 
neighboring water molecules.   

Hydrogen bonds are a specific type of 
intermolecular forces which are the forces of 
attraction between molecules.  

As water cools below 4°C, the hydrogen bonds 
adjust to hold the negatively charged oxygen atoms apart. This produces a 
crystal lattice open solid structure, which is commonly known as 'ice'. 
This open solid structure causes ice to be less dense than liquid water 
and floats on it, for which we should all be thankful because if water 
behaved "normally" many bodies of water would freeze solid in the winter, 
killing all the life within them. 

 

 

 

 

 

Let’s see this video which gives us a clear look to why ice floats.  

 2TUhttp://video.about.com/chemistry/Why-Does-Ice-Float.htmU2T 
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                                Exercise (1) 

 

Depending on what you understood about water and ice, which of the 

following structures is ice and which is water? 

 

 

 

   

   

     

………………………                                ………………………              

Exercise (2) 

Fill in the blanks:  

1. A substance floats if it is less ……………………….. Or has less 

mass per unit volume 

2. Water reaches its maximum density at …………°C (………. °F). 
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3. Most substances are most dense in their solid (frozen) state 

than in their liquid state. Water is different because of 

……………………………………………………… . 

4. A water molecule is made from ………. oxygen atom and 

……………….. hydrogen atoms Strongly joined to each other 

with……………….......... 

5. Water molecules are also attracted to each other by weaker 

chemical bonds called …………………………………. . 

6. Intramolecular forces are the forces between …………….. And 

another ………………. 

7. Intermolecular forces are the forces between 

………………………. And another  ………………………………… . 

8. ………………………………………………………………Causes 

ice to be less dense than liquid water and floats on it. 

 

 

 

 

 

Try this 
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Is the fact that ice floats a fortunate thing for the 

environment or not??  

……………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………
………………… 


