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Understanding Floats
What is a Float?
A float is a box that is shifted to the left or right on the current line. The most interesting 
characteristic of a float (or “floated” or “floating” box) is that content may flow along its side (or 
be prohibited from doing so by the ‘clear’ property). Content flows down the right side of a left-
floated box and down the left side of a right-floated box. The following is an introduction to float 
positioning and content flow; the exact rules governing float behavior are given in the description of 
the ‘float’ property.

A floated box must have an explicit width (assigned via the ‘width’ property, or its intrinsic width in 
the case of replaced elements). Any floated box becomes a block box that is shifted to the left or 
right until its outer edge touches the containing block edge or the outer edge of another float. The 
top of the floated box is aligned with the top of the current line box (or bottom of the preceding 
block box if no line box exists). If there isn’t enough horizontal room on the current line for the float, 
it is shifted downward, line by line, until a line has room for it.

Since a float is not in the flow, non-positioned block boxes created before and after the float box 
flow vertically as if the float didn’t exist. However, line boxes created next to the float are shortened 
to make room for the floated box. Any content in the current line before a floated box is reflowed in 
the first available line on the other side of the float.

Thats Great, But I didn’t get it
Ok you can use float to move an element to the left or the right and can be very useful.

Things to be aware of when using floats:

Floated elements need to have a width»»

IF a floated element can not fit »»
because of its width, it will move 
down to the next line it can fit on and 
breaks

Floated elements are NOT part of the »»
normal document flow. They are taken 
out of the flow and given a seperate 
flow

This means that the box that a floated 
element lives in, will collapse to the height 
of any/all NON-floated content. So if every 
element is being floated, the box it lives 
in will collapse completely! If you had a 
background color specified, you will not see it 
because the box has collapsed.

Problem with floats: Boxes with one floated 
element that are overlapping
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How do I fix a problem with a float?
Well first, do you even need to be using a float? If you don’t need to use a float get rid of it, it can 
cause unnecessary problems. If you have a float that you need, and you want to clear something 
past the floated element, use the ‘clear’ property.

Using Clear
This property indicates which sides of an 
element’s box(es) may not be adjacent to 
an earlier floating box. (It may be that the 
element itself has floating descendants; the 
‘clear’ property has no effect on those.)

This property only applies to block-level 
elements (including floats). For compact and 
run-in boxes, this property applies to the  
final block box to which the compact or  
run-in box belongs.

NOTICE :: This property applies ONLY 
to ‘Block-level’ elements. That means an 
element that by default or has been set to 
‘display:block’. The default display setting for 
text is ‘display:inline’. So you could apply a 
clear to an element, but the text will not clear 
past because its default display property is 
inline when it HAS to be block for clear to work.

A floating image obscures borders of block 
boxes it overlaps.

Both paragraphs have set 'clear: left', which 
causes the second paragraph to be "pushed 
down" to a position below the float


