
Rules for Naming Compounds 

Rules are different and unique for naming three different types of compounds:  

 Covalent = nonmetal + nonmetal 

 Ionic = metal + nonmetal 

 Acid = starts with H 

 

Naming Covalent Compounds 

Rule 1: Element with lower group number and/or higher period number goes first. (left and lower) 
 Examples: H2O, CO2, NO2, SO2 
Rule 2: Drop ending of second element and add –IDE 
 Examples: oxygen oxide, fluorine  fluoride, sulfur  sulfide 
Rule 3: Add prefixes to show number of atoms in compound, but DON’T add “mono” to first element (1 is assumed) 
 Examples: carbon monoxide (CO), triphosphorus tetranitride (P3N4) 
 
Naming Ionic Compounds AND Writing Ionic Formulas 

Rule 1: Name the cation and then the anion (no capitalization!) 
 Examples: NaCl = sodium chloride, MgF2 = magnesium fluoride 
Rule 2: Drop ending of second element and add –IDE 
Rule 3: Do NOT use prefixes. You determine subscripts based on charges of ions. 
Rule 4: When using transition metals, indicate charge with Roman numeral in parentheses 
 Examples: Fe3(PO4)2 = iron (II) phosphate, mercury (I) chloride = HgCl 
Rule 5: When using polyatomic ions, do not use parentheses unless multiple ions are needed. 
 Examples: NaNO3, (NH4)3PO4 
Rule 6: When polyatomic ions contain oxygen, less oxygen atoms ends with –ite, while more oxygen atoms ends in –ate 
 Examples: nitrite vs. nitrate, sulfite versus sulfate 
Rule 7: When more than two oxygen options exist, there is also hypo- + -ite and per- + -ate. 

 
 
Naming Acids 

Rule 1: Memorize them! When no oxygen, hydro + anion + -ic 

HCl hydrochloric acid 

HF hydrofluoric acid 

HBr hydrobromic acid 

HI hydroiodic acid 

 
Rule 2: When acids contain oxygen, use just polyatomic ion name with –ous for –ite and –ic for –ate 
 Examples:  
 


