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Percentage Change vs Percentage
Points: Why the Difference Matters
Percentage change and percentage points sound similar but mean very different
things. Learn the distinction with real examples and avoid costly mistakes in
finance, business, and everyday life.
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You hear it on the news: "Unemployment rose from 5% to 7%." That sounds straightforward,
but it actually contains two very different numbers hiding in plain sight. The increase is 2
percentage points, but it is also a 40% percentage change. Those are not the same
thing, and confusing them can lead to seriously misleading conclusions in finance, business,
and public policy.

This guide breaks down the difference, shows you where the confusion causes real harm,
and gives you a simple way to calculate both correctly every time.

What Is a Percentage Point?
A percentage point measures the absolute arithmetic difference between two
percentages. You simply subtract one from the other.

If your savings account interest rate moves from 5% to 7%, the change is 7 minus 5, which
equals 2 percentage points. No division, no reference to the starting value — just the raw
gap between two percentages.

Percentage points are useful when you want to communicate the actual size of a shift on a
fixed scale. If a candidate's approval rating drops from 52% to 48%, saying it fell by 4
percentage points is precise and unambiguous. Everyone knows the new number is 48%.
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The abbreviation you will see in finance and academic writing is pp (or sometimes "p.p.").
Whenever a report says "rose by 3 pp," it means the percentage went up by exactly 3 on the
scale — for example, from 12% to 15%.

What Is Percentage Change?
Percentage change measures the relative size of a shift compared to where it started. The
formula is:

Percentage Change = ((New Value − Old Value) / Old Value) × 100

Using the same example: the interest rate moved from 5% to 7%. The percentage change is
((7 − 5) / 5) × 100 = 40%. That 2 percentage-point move actually represents a 40% increase
relative to the starting rate.

Percentage change is essential when you need to understand proportional impact. A jump
from 1% to 2% is "only" 1 percentage point, but it is a 100% increase — the value literally
doubled. In contexts like interest rates on a mortgage or conversion rates in an online store,
that doubling can translate into thousands of dollars or a dramatically different business
outcome.

Why People Confuse Them (And Why It Matters)
The confusion happens because both concepts involve the word "percent," and in casual
speech people rarely specify which one they mean. Here is where that ambiguity causes real
problems.

Media reporting
A headline that says "inflation rose 2%" could mean inflation went from 3% to 5% (a 2-
percentage-point rise) or that the inflation rate itself grew by 2% of its previous value, say
from 3% to 3.06%. The difference between those two interpretations is enormous, yet the
headline is technically compatible with both.

Financial reporting
When a bank announces that mortgage rates "increased by 0.5%," do they mean 0.5
percentage points (from 6.0% to 6.5%) or a 0.5% relative increase (from 6.0% to 6.03%)? On
a 30-year mortgage for $400,000, the first interpretation adds roughly $130 to your monthly
payment. The second adds about $1.50. That is not a rounding error — it is a completely
different financial reality.

Election polling
A candidate who moves from 30% to 33% in the polls gained 3 percentage points but
achieved a 10% increase in support. Campaign strategists use both numbers depending on
which story they want to tell, and voters who do not know the difference can be easily
misled.

The core insight is this: a small percentage-point rise can mean a very different thing
depending on the base it starts from. Going from 1% to 3% is 2 percentage points but a
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200% increase. Going from 50% to 52% is also 2 percentage points but only a 4% increase.

Download PercentSnap free: iOS | Android

Real-World Examples

Finance: Interest Rates
Your credit card APR rises from 19% to 21%. That is a 2-percentage-point increase but a
10.5% relative jump. If you carry a $10,000 balance, the extra interest over a year is roughly
$200 — real money that the modest-sounding "2 points" might cause you to overlook.

Central bank rate decisions make this even more dramatic. When a central bank raises its
benchmark rate from 1% to 1.5%, the move is 0.5 percentage points. But it is a 50%
increase in the cost of borrowing at that benchmark level, and it ripples through every
adjustable-rate loan in the economy.

Health: Survival Rates
A new drug trial reports that the five-year survival rate improved from 4% to 6%. In
percentage-point terms, that is a 2-point improvement. In relative terms, it is a 50% increase
in survival — the kind of result that can determine whether a drug gets approved and
funded. Both descriptions are accurate, but they paint very different pictures of the drug's
impact.

Business: Conversion Rates
If your e-commerce checkout conversion rate climbs from 2% to 3%, you have gained 1
percentage point. But you are now converting 50% more visitors into buyers. For a store with
100,000 monthly visitors spending an average of $50, that single percentage point
translates to an extra $50,000 in monthly revenue. In e-commerce, tiny percentage-point
movements are never "tiny."

If you also need to work out the original price before a discount or understand the difference
between markup and margin, those calculations involve the same kind of proportional
thinking — and the same risk of confusion if you mix up absolute and relative numbers.

Calculate Both Instantly with PercentSnap
You do not need to remember formulas or second-guess news headlines. PercentSnap gives
you dedicated calculators for both concepts, side by side on your phone.

Percentage Point calculator — enter two percentages and instantly see the
absolute difference in percentage points.
Percentage Change calculator — enter an old value and a new value to get the
precise relative change.
Side-by-side comparison — see both results at once so you always know exactly
which number you are looking at.

The app also includes sale price and discount calculation, VAT calculation, and markup-to-
margin conversion. All calculations can be pinned for quick reference, it works fully offline,
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shows no ads, and supports 17 languages.

Download PercentSnap free: iOS | Android

Frequently Asked Questions

Is a percentage point the same as a percent?
No. A percent is a ratio expressed out of 100 (for example, 25% means 25 out of 100). A
percentage point is the arithmetic difference between two percentages. If something goes
from 25% to 30%, it rose by 5 percentage points. The percentage change, however, is 20%
because 5 divided by 25 equals 0.20.

When should I use percentage points vs percentage change?
Use percentage points when you want to state the exact shift on a scale — for instance, "tax
rose from 20% to 23%, a 3-percentage-point increase." Use percentage change when the
proportional impact matters — for instance, "our conversion rate doubled, a 100% increase."
In reports and presentations, stating both numbers side by side is the clearest approach.

How do I convert between the two?
Start with the two percentages you are comparing. Subtract to get the percentage-point
difference. Then divide that difference by the original percentage and multiply by 100 to get
the percentage change. For example, from 8% to 10%: the difference is 2 percentage points,
and the percentage change is (2 / 8) × 100 = 25%. Going the other direction, if you know
the percentage change and the starting percentage, multiply the starting percentage by the
change (as a decimal) to recover the percentage-point shift.

Download PercentSnap free: iOS | Android
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