
Chemistry Section 2.7: Electrolysis 
Electrolysis — The Basics 
 That dissolved and molten ionic substances contain free ions, so they can conduct electricity. 
 That passing an electric current through a molten or dissolved ionic substance will break it down 

into its elements, and that this process is called electrolysis. 
 That the liquid that conducts the electricity and is broken down is called the electrolyte. 
 That positive ions are attracted to the negative electrode, where they gain electrons and form 

neutral atoms or molecules. This is called a reduction reaction. 
 That negative ions are attracted to the positive electrode, where they lose electrons and form 

neutral atoms or molecules. This is called an oxidation reaction. 
 H How to write half equations to show the reactions that take place at the electrodes. 
 That if there are more than two types of free ions in solution during electrolysis, the products 

formed depend on how reactive the elements involved are. 

 
Electrolysis of Sodium Chloride 
 That the electrolysis of sodium chloride solution produces hydrogen, chlorine and sodium 

hydroxide. 
 That chlorine is used to make bleach and plastics and sodium hydroxide is used to make soap. 
 Why hydrogen is formed at the negative electrode and chlorine is formed at the positive 

electrode. 
 That sodium ions and hydroxide ions (from water) are left in solution, forming sodium hydroxide. 

 
Electrolysis of Aluminium Ore 
 That electrolysis is used to extract aluminium from its ore (aluminium oxide). 
 That aluminium oxide is dissolved in molten cryolite before electrolysis takes place, as this 

reduces the temperature at which it can be melted, and so reduces the cost. 
 Why aluminium is formed at the negative electrode and oxygen is formed at the positive 

electrode. 
 That the oxygen produced reacts with the carbon in the electrode to form carbon dioxide. 

 
Electroplating 
 That electroplating is when electrolysis is used to coat the surface of one metal with another. 
 That objects can be electroplated with silver or copper, for decorative or practical purposes. 
 


