
Calculating with negative numbers

If negative numbers sometimes trip you up, you’re not alone! Negative numbers show up everywhere

— bank accounts, temperatures, elevations, and more — so understanding how to work with them is an

essential skill. This QuickTip breaks down the basics so you can calculate with negative numbers accurately

without stress.

Adding and subtracting negative numbers

Adding two negative numbers gives us a larger negative number. We have moved further to the left along

the number line.

− 7 + (−16) = −(7 + 16)
= −23

When adding numbers with different signs look at the two numbers you are adding together. Which number

is furthest away from the zero on the number line? The sign of this number is the sign of the answer.

4 + (−9) = (−9) + 4

= −(9 − 4)
= −5

When subtracting a positive number, write the subtraction as an addition of a negative number, and follow

the procedures for adding numbers involving negatives.

−45 − 89 = (−45)C + (−89)
= −(45 + 89)
= −134

Subtracting a negative number is the same as adding the number.

−498 − (−587) = −498 + 587

= +(587 − 498)
= 89

Multiplying and dividing negative numbers

When multiplying numbers of opposite sign (one positive and one negative), the answer must be negative.

−3 × 5 = −(3 × 5)
= −15

When multiplying numbers of the same sign (both positive or both negative), the answer must be posi-

tive.
−6 × −8 = +(6 × 8)

= 48



The same rules that we apply for multiplication involving negative numbers also apply for division:

• When dividing numbers of opposite sign (one positive and one negative) the answer must be negative.

• When dividing numbers of the same sign (both positive or both negative) the answer must be positive.

In general, when dividing numbers involving negatives, decide on the sign of the answer using the above

rules, then ignore the signs and perform the division.

Finally, give your answer the sign you determined in the first step.

Example

Evaluate:−45 ÷ 5 .

Look at the question and determine that the answer must be negative because the numbers have different

signs.

Now ignore the signs and divide:

45 ÷ 5 = 9 .

Finally, attach the sign you determined in the first step, so

−45 ÷ 5 = −9 .

Now you try!

1. −7 + 12

2. −15 − (−9)

3. 8 + (−14)

4. −20 − 6

5. −4 × 7

6. −9 × (−3)

7. 36 ÷ (−6)

8. −48 ÷ 8

9. −5 × −4 + 10

10. −30 ÷ 5 − 2

11. −18 + (−7) × 2

12. −24 ÷ −6 − 5

Answers

1. 5

2. −6

3. −6

4. −26

5. −28

6. +27

7. −6

8. −6

9. 30

10. −8

11. −32

12. −1
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