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Concept QuickStart – Abnormal Molar Masses 

 

Unit: Unit 1: Solutions  

Subject: For CBSE Class 12 Chemistry 

 

Section 1: Understanding the Concept 

Colligative properties provide a powerful method for determining the molar mass of dissolved 
substances, or solutes. By measuring properties like freezing point depression or boiling point 
elevation, we can effectively "weigh" molecules in a solution. However, experimental results 
are sometimes surprisingly different from the expected molar mass calculated from a 
chemical formula. This discrepancy, known as "abnormal molar mass," is not an error in 
measurement. Instead, it is a crucial clue that reveals the solute's true behavior at the 
molecular level—whether it breaks apart into smaller ions or clusters together into larger 
groups. Understanding this concept is key to correctly interpreting experimental data and 
grasping the real nature of solutions. 

1.1 What Is Abnormal Molar Masses? (Core Idea and Anchor Definition) 

At the simplest level, abnormal molar mass is the difference between the molar mass you 
expect a solute to have based on its formula and the molar mass you actually measure using 
a colligative property. This happens because colligative properties don't count formula units; 
they count the total number of individual particles in the solution. 

At the particle level, this "abnormality" arises from one of two processes that change the 
particle count: 

• Dissociation: The solute breaks apart into more particles. For example, when one 
formula unit of salt (NaCl) dissolves, it dissociates into two separate particles: one 
sodium ion (Na⁺) and one chloride ion (Cl⁻). This doubles the number of particles in 
the solution compared to what you would expect. 

• Association: The solute molecules stick together to form fewer, larger particles. For 
instance, in certain solvents, two molecules of acetic acid (CH₃COOH) can join 
together through hydrogen bonding to form a single larger unit called a dimer. This 
halves the number of effective particles in the solution. 

Abnormal molar mass is a measured molar mass (from colligative properties) that differs 
from the theoretical molar mass calculated from chemical composition, due to 
dissociation of molecules into ions or association of molecules into larger complexes in 
solution. 
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It is a common misunderstanding to think that an abnormal molar mass indicates a 
calculation error. In fact, the measurement is correct; it accurately reflects the actual number 
of particles present in the solution, which may be different from the number of formula units 
you initially added. 

1.2 Why Abnormal Molar Masses Matters 

Understanding this concept is critical because it allows us to determine the actual state of a 
solute in a solution. It provides experimental evidence that helps us distinguish between 
solutes that dissociate (like salts), associate (like carboxylic acids in non-polar solvents), or 
remain as intact, single molecules (like sugar). By comparing the measured molar mass to 
the theoretical one, we can deduce what is happening at the molecular level. For board 
exams, this concept is particularly important as it forms the basis for higher-order thinking 
questions that test your deeper understanding of solution behavior. 

1.3 Why This Concept Exists (The Problem It Solves) 

The concept of abnormal molar masses was developed to explain why experimental results 
from colligative properties sometimes deviate significantly from simple theoretical 
predictions. In the late 19th century, chemists observed that salts produced much larger 
changes in freezing and boiling points than non-electrolytes like sugar, even at the same 
molar concentration. These deviations led to the development of the van 't Hoff factor (i), a 
correction term that accounts for the change in particle count. 

This concept has several practical applications: 

• Correctly Calculating Ionic Concentrations: It allows us to determine the true 
concentration of ions in a solution, which is vital for understanding electrolyte 
behavior. 

• Understanding Electrolytes: It provides a quantitative way to measure the degree to 
which weak acids or bases dissociate in solution. 

• Verifying Molecular Behavior: It serves as a tool to confirm whether a substance 
exists as single molecules, ions, or associated clusters in a given solvent. 

1.4 Analogies and Mental Image 

A helpful analogy is to think of counting attendees at a conference. The expected molar 
mass is like the cost per registered attendee. However, the actual count might be different. If 
some attendees split into two different "identities" (e.g., a professional and personal identity) 
upon arrival, the total number of "identities" counted at the door increases, making the 
calculated cost per identity seem abnormally low. This is like dissociation. Conversely, if 
some attendees bring a partner and register as a single unit, the total count of registered units 
decreases, making the calculated cost per unit seem abnormally high. This is like 
association. 
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• Expected Attendees: The number of moles of solute added based on the chemical 
formula. 

• Attendees Splitting into Multiple Identities (Dissociation): A single formula unit 
breaking into multiple ions, increasing the total particle count. 

• Attendees Bringing a Partner (Association): Solute molecules pairing up into dimers, 
decreasing the effective particle count. 

• Calculated Cost per "Unit": The abnormal molar mass, which appears lower for 
dissociation and higher for association. 

A simpler analogy is purchasing apples from a market. You might buy a package expecting it 
to be one unit, but find it contains twelve individual apples (dissociation), or find that two 
packages are bundled together as one item (association). 

To visualize this at the molecular level, picture this: In a beaker of saltwater, individual 
sodium (Na⁺) and chloride (Cl⁻) ions are not just scattered randomly; they are solvated. Each 
Na⁺ ion is surrounded by a stable shell of water molecules, with their partially negative oxygen 
atoms pointing inward toward the positive ion. Similarly, each Cl⁻ ion is surrounded by water 
molecules oriented with their partially positive hydrogen atoms pointing toward the negative 
ion. These solvation shells keep the ions separate and numerous. In contrast, in a beaker 
containing acetic acid in a non-polar solvent, you would see pairs of acetic acid molecules 
(dimers) held tightly together by hydrogen bonds, moving as single, larger units. The total 
particle count in the salt solution is higher than the number of NaCl units added, while the 
particle count in the acetic acid solution is lower. 

This is what abnormal molar masses look like in your mind's eye. 

1.5 Everyday Context and Applications 

If you measure the freezing point of a 1 M NaCl solution, you will find that the depression is 
nearly twice as large as predicted by the standard colligative property formula. This provides 
direct, visible experimental proof that each NaCl unit has dissociated into two particles, 
doubling the effect on the freezing point. 

Preparing isotonic saline for intravenous (IV) drips is a life-critical application. The solution 
must have the same osmotic pressure as blood plasma to prevent damage to red blood cells. 
To achieve this, medical professionals must account for the dissociation of NaCl. A 0.9% 
NaCl solution is isotonic precisely because the salt splits into Na⁺ and Cl⁻ ions, effectively 
doubling the particle concentration to match that of blood. Ignoring this "abnormality" would 
lead to hypotonic or hypertonic solutions, endangering the patient. 

You might think that a heavy salt like calcium chloride (CaCl₂, formula weight ≈ 111 g/mol) 
would have a high measured molar mass. But actually, when measured using colligative 
properties, its apparent molar mass is dramatically lower, around 37 g/mol. Because each 
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formula unit of CaCl₂ dissociates into three separate particles (one Ca²⁺ ion and two Cl⁻ ions), 
the colligative property measurement counts three times as many particles as expected, so 
the calculated mass per particle is one-third of the formula weight. 

This deep conceptual understanding provides the "why" behind the official definitions 
provided by the standard textbook. 

Section 2: What the Textbook Says (NCERT) 

The provided NCERT excerpts introduce the foundational principles upon which the concept 
of Abnormal Molar Masses is built, rather than detailing the topic itself. This section extracts 
those key preparatory statements that form the basis of the CBSE curriculum on this topic. By 
focusing on these fundamentals, we ensure alignment with the official syllabus. 

2.1 Foundational Principles from NCERT 

• One of the core objectives of the unit is to be able to "explain abnormal colligative 
properties exhibited by some solutes in solutions." This signals the importance of 
the topic within the CBSE curriculum. 

• Colligative properties are used to "correlate these [properties] with molar masses 
of the solutes," establishing the primary application that reveals abnormalities. 

• The central principle of colligative properties is that they depend on the "quantity of 
non-volatile solute present in the solution, irrespective of its nature." Abnormal 
molar masses arise when the "quantity" of particles is different from the quantity of 
formula units added, due to dissociation or association. 

2.2 NCERT Examples and Distinctions 

The textbook provides examples of common non-volatile solutes, such as "sodium chloride, 
glucose, urea and cane sugar." These examples are crucial for understanding the distinction 
that leads to abnormal molar masses. 

• Key Distinction 1: Electrolytes vs. Non-electrolytes. 

o Sodium chloride (NaCl) is an electrolyte. When dissolved in water, it 
dissociates into ions, leading to a greater number of particles and thus an 
abnormal molar mass. 

o Glucose, urea, and cane sugar are non-electrolytes. They dissolve as intact, 
neutral molecules. For these solutes, the number of particles equals the 
number of molecules added, and they exhibit normal molar masses. 

• Key Distinction 2: Dependence on Particle Count. The textbook states that the 
effect (e.g., vapor pressure lowering) "depends on the quantity of non-volatile solute." 
This implies that a solute producing more particles (like NaCl) will have a greater 
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colligative effect than a solute producing fewer particles (like glucose) at the same 
molar concentration. 

These foundational ideas from the textbook set the stage for a more detailed examination of 
these "abnormal" behaviors, which can be clarified with a set of memorable rules. 

Section 3: Clarity and Memory 

This final section serves as a practical toolkit for mastering the concept of Abnormal Molar 
Masses. It clarifies common points of confusion with sharp, rule-based statements and 
provides memorable anchors to ensure the information sticks for exams and future 
application. 

3.1 Key Clarity Lines 

1. An "abnormal" molar mass is not an error; it is a correct experimental value that 
reveals the solute's true behavior (dissociation or association) in the solution. 

2. Dissociation always leads to a measured molar mass that is lower than the 
theoretical formula weight because the total mass is distributed among a greater 
number of particles. 

3. Association always leads to a measured molar mass that is higher than the 
theoretical formula weight because molecules cluster into fewer, heavier particles. 

4. The van 't Hoff factor (i) is the ratio of the actual number of particles in solution to the 
number of formula units dissolved. For dissociation, i > 1; for association, i < 1; for 
normal solutes, i = 1. 

5. Strong electrolytes like NaCl or CaCl₂ dissociate almost completely in water, so their 
van 't Hoff factor is approximately equal to the number of ions in their formula (i ≈ 2 for 
NaCl, i ≈ 3 for CaCl₂). 

6. The van 't Hoff factor is related to the degree of dissociation (α) by the formula: i = 1 + 
(n - 1)α, where n is the number of particles produced from each formula unit. 

3.2 How to Remember Abnormal Molar Masses 

     D-A-P Mnemonic Use D-A-P to remember the core concepts: 

• Dissociation 

• Association 

• Particles count 

     Memorable Phrase "Dissociation = low measured molar mass. Association = high 
measured molar mass. Particles count, not formula units." This phrase reinforces the 
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direction of the change and its fundamental cause. The colligative property formulas are 
essentially "counting" the particles, and the molar mass is calculated based on that count. 

       Physical Gesture To physically anchor the concepts: 

• Dissociation: Start with a closed fist (representing one formula unit), then open your 
hand and spread your fingers wide (representing the unit breaking into multiple 
particles). 

• Association: Start with two open hands (representing separate molecules), then bring 
them together and interlock your fingers (representing them joining into a single, larger 
unit). 

  Extreme Association Remembering this concept correctly is critical for exam success. A 
high-stakes way to think about it is: "Get abnormal molar masses wrong, and you will 
misinterpret what’s actually in the solution. Forgetting that salt dissociates is like a doctor 
giving a patient the wrong IV fluid—the consequences are significant." 

In conclusion, "abnormal" results are not errors to be dismissed but are windows into the true 
molecular reality of solutions, revealing the dynamic interactions between solute and solvent. 

 


