chicago manual of style measurements

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers comprehensive guidance on a wide
array of editorial conventions, and its recommendations for measurements are
no exception. Understanding how to properly format and present numerical
data, units of measure, and scientific notation is crucial for clarity and
consistency in academic, technical, and general writing. This article delves
deeply into the intricacies of Chicago Manual of Style measurements, covering
everything from basic unit representation to complex scientific and technical
specifications. We will explore the CMOS approach to common measurements,
units of time and distance, weight and volume, as well as specialized areas
like currency, temperature, and the use of figures versus spelled-out
numbers. Mastering these guidelines will ensure your work adheres to a high
standard of professional presentation, enhancing reader comprehension and
credibility.
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Understanding Chicago Manual of Style
Measurements: An Overview

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides authoritative guidelines to
ensure clarity, consistency, and precision in written communication,
particularly concerning numerical data and units of measurement. These rules
are designed to eliminate ambiguity and create a standardized approach that
readers can easily understand, regardless of their familiarity with specific
disciplines. Adhering to CMOS for measurements is essential for academic
papers, technical reports, and professional publications.

The fundamental principle behind CMOS measurement guidelines is readability.
This means presenting numbers and their associated units in a way that is
least likely to cause confusion. The manual addresses a broad spectrum of
measurement types, from simple everyday units to highly specialized
scientific notation. Understanding these nuances will not only improve the
accuracy of your writing but also elevate its overall professionalism.



Formatting Basic Measurements in CMOS

When presenting numerical values with units of measurement, the Chicago
Manual of Style generally favors a clear and concise format. The primary goal
is to avoid ambiguity and ensure that the reader can quickly grasp the
magnitude and nature of the quantity being described. This involves
consistent spacing, appropriate use of numerals, and adherence to standard
unit abbreviations.

Spacing Around Measurement Units

A key aspect of formatting measurements is the use of space. Generally, CMOS
advises a single space between the numeral and the unit symbol for most
measurements, especially in scientific and technical contexts. For instance,
"10 kg" is preferred over "10kg" or "10 kg". However, there are exceptions,
particularly with certain percentages and degrees, which are discussed in
more detail later.

Consistency in Unit Representation

Maintaining consistency in how units are represented is paramount. If a
specific unit is used throughout a document, it should be presented in the
same manner each time. This includes whether to spell out the unit (e.g.,
"kilograms") or use its abbreviation (e.g., "kg"). CMOS typically recommends
using abbreviations for commonly recognized units in technical and scientific
writing, but suggests spelling them out in more general prose when the
abbreviation might not be immediately clear to all readers.

Units of Distance and Length

The representation of distances and lengths follows the general principles of
measurement formatting in CMOS. Whether dealing with everyday distances or
precise scientific measurements, consistency and clarity are key. The manual
provides specific guidance on both imperial and metric units.

Metric System Units

When using the metric system, CMOS generally recommends using standard
abbreviations for units of length, such as meters (m), kilometers (km),
centimeters (cm), and millimeters (mm). These should be preceded by a numeral



with a single space in between. For example, "a distance of 5.5 km" or "the
object measured 12 cm."

Imperial System Units

For measurements in the imperial system, such as feet (ft), inches (in),
miles (mi), and yards (yd), CMOS also advises using abbreviations when
appropriate, especially in technical contexts. However, in general prose, it
may be clearer to spell out the units. For instance, "the room was 15 feet
long" or "the parcel was 3.5 inches wide." Superscript characters for feet
and inches (e.g., 6' 2") are generally acceptable in informal or informal
contexts but may be avoided in formal academic writing in favor of
abbreviations.

Units of Weight and Mass

Similar to distance, the formatting of weight and mass measurements in CMOS
emphasizes clarity and consistency. The choice between metric and imperial
units will depend on the context of the writing and the target audience's
familiarity.

Metric Units of Mass

Standard metric abbreviations for mass and weight, such as grams (g),
kilograms (kg), milligrams (mg), and metric tons (t), are to be used with a
numeral and a single space. For example, "the sample weighed 250 g" or "the
cargo had a mass of 1.5 t."

Imperial Units of Weight

For imperial units like pounds (1lb) and ounces (oz), CMOS suggests using
abbreviations in technical writing. In less formal writing, spelling them out
might be preferred for broader understanding. Examples include "the baby
weighed 7 lb 8 oz" or "the ingredients totaled 16 oz."

Units of Volume and Capacity

Measurements of volume and capacity, whether for liquids or solids, also fall
under the purview of CMOS measurement guidelines. The manual ensures that



these quantities are presented in a manner that is both precise and easily
understood by the reader.

Metric Volume Units

The metric system's units for volume, such as liters (L), milliliters (mL),
and cubic meters (m3), should be used with their standard abbreviations. As
with other metric units, a single space is placed between the numeral and the
unit. For instance, "the container held 2 L" or "the reaction produced 50
mL."

Imperial Volume Units

Imperial units of volume, including fluid ounces (fl oz), pints (pt), quarts
(qt), and gallons (gal), should be abbreviated in technical contexts. In
general writing, spelling them out might be more appropriate. Examples
include "the recipe called for 8 fl oz of milk" or "the tank has a capacity
of 500 gallons."

Time and Date Formats

CMOS offers specific directives on how to format time and dates to ensure
accuracy and avoid misinterpretation. This is particularly important in
historical writing, legal documents, and any context where precision is
critical.

Time of Day

When referring to specific times of day, CMOS generally prefers using
lowercase "a.m." and "p.m." with periods. For example, "the meeting is
scheduled for 2:30 p.m." Military time is also acceptable when the context
demands it, typically without colons or periods (e.g., "1430").

Date Formatting

CMOS recommends the month-day-year format for dates, as commonly used in the
United States. For instance, "July 4, 1776." When omitting the year, a comma
is still used: "July 4." If the year is included but the month is
abbreviated, a comma follows the day: "July 4, 1776." In international



contexts or when consistency with other styles is required, the day-month-
year format may be used, but it's crucial to be consistent within a single
document.

Temperature Measurements

Temperature is a critical measurement in many scientific and everyday
contexts. CMOS provides clear guidelines for presenting temperature readings
accurately and consistently.

Celsius, Fahrenheit, and Kelvin

CMOS recommends using standard abbreviations for temperature scales: °C for
Celsius, °F for Fahrenheit, and K for Kelvin. A space is typically placed
between the numeral and the degree symbol or unit. For example, "the water
boils at 100°C" or "the room temperature is 72°F." When discussing absolute
temperatures in Kelvin, the degree symbol is not used; it's simply "K."

Ranges and Approximations

When indicating a range of temperatures, the en dash is often used:
“temperatures ranging from 10°C to 25°C." Approximations can be indicated
using "approximately" or "about."

Currency and Financial Figures

The representation of monetary values requires careful attention to detail to
prevent financial misunderstandings. CMOS offers guidance on formatting
currency symbols, amounts, and abbreviations.

Currency Symbols and Abbreviations

When referring to currency, CMOS generally recommends placing the currency

symbol before the numeral without a space. For example, "$100," "€50," or
"£25." However, in technical or scientific contexts, it may be clearer to
spell out the currency and use abbreviations for larger sums (e.g., "one

million U.S. dollars").



Large Sums and Consistency

For very large sums, CMOS advises consistency in whether to use numerals or
spelled-out words. For example, "The project cost was $5 million" is often
preferred over "The project cost was five million dollars." When comparing
figures, it's crucial to use the same format throughout the document.

Scientific and Technical Measurements

Scientific and technical writing often involves precise measurements that
require adherence to strict conventions. CMOS provides guidance that aligns
with common scientific practices to ensure accuracy and reproducibility.

Units of Measurement in Science

In scientific contexts, the International System of Units (SI) is generally
followed. This means using standard abbreviations for units like meters (m),
kilograms (kg), seconds (s), amperes (A), kelvin (K), moles (mol), and
candelas (cd). These units should be spaced correctly after their numerical
values.

Scientific Notation

Scientific notation, used for very large or very small numbers, is formatted
as a coefficient multiplied by a power of 10. For example, 6.022 x 1023 is a
standard representation. CMOS recommends using the multiplication sign (x)

rather than "x" or an asterisk in this context.

Significant Figures

While CMOS doesn't dictate specific rules for determining the number of
significant figures (as this is a scientific principle), it does emphasize
the importance of presenting them accurately and consistently when they are
relevant to the precision of the data.

Figures vs. Spelled-Out Numbers

A fundamental aspect of using measurements in writing is deciding when to use



numerals (figures) and when to spell out numbers. CMOS offers clear
guidelines to promote consistency and readability.

General Rule for Numbers

The general rule in CMOS is to spell out numbers from one through one hundred
and to use figures for numbers 101 and above. However, this rule has numerous
exceptions, particularly when dealing with measurements and quantities.

Exceptions for Measurements

Measurements, distances, weights, currency, percentages, and temperatures are
almost always expressed in figures, regardless of their value. For instance,
"5 grams," "150 miles," "25%," and "70°F" are all correctly formatted using
figures. This ensures precision and avoids the awkwardness of spelling out
large or complex numerical values associated with units.

Consistency within Categories

It is important to be consistent within categories. If you are discussing a
series of measurements, all should be presented as figures. Similarly, if you
are referring to multiple instances of a number between one and one hundred,
and they are part of a measurement, they should still be figures.

Special Cases and Abbreviations

Beyond the general rules, CMOS addresses specific cases and the appropriate
use of abbreviations for measurements to maintain clarity and conciseness.

Percentage Usage

When using percentages, CMOS prefers the percent sign (%) following the
numeral, usually with no space, though a space is common in scientific
contexts. For instance, "a 10 percent increase" or "10%." In prose, spelling
out "percent" is acceptable, but consistency is key. "A 10% discount" is a
typical format in many publications.



Dosage and Measurements in Medicine

In medical contexts, precision is paramount. CMOS advises using figures for
dosages and measurements, often with standard abbreviations for units like
milligrams (mg), grams (g), milliliters (mL), and units (U). For example,
"Administer 500 mg of medication."

Abbreviations for Common Units

CMOS acknowledges that many units have widely recognized abbreviations. These
include:

m (meter)

e km (kilometer)
e cm (centimeter)
emm (millimeter)
*g (gram)

e kg (kilogram)
emg (milligram)
o L (liter)

emL (milliliter)
e s (second)

e min (minute)

e hr (hour)

e mph (miles per hour)

psi (pounds per square inch)

These abbreviations should be used consistently, typically after a numeral
with a single space, in technical and scientific writing.

By meticulously following the guidelines outlined in The Chicago Manual of
Style for measurements, writers can ensure their work is clear, accurate, and
professional. The emphasis on consistency, appropriate use of figures versus



spelled-out numbers, and standard unit formatting contributes significantly
to the overall readability and credibility of any document.

FAQ

Q: When should I spell out numbers versus use
figures for measurements according to the Chicago
Manual of Style?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends spelling out numbers one
through one hundred and using figures for numbers 101 and above. However,
this rule has a significant exception: measurements, including distances,
weights, volumes, temperatures, percentages, and currency, should almost
always be expressed in figures, regardless of their value, to ensure
precision and clarity.

Q: Is there a specific rule for spacing between a
number and its unit of measurement in CMOS?

A: Yes, CMOS generally advises a single space between the numeral and the
unit symbol or abbreviation for most measurements, particularly in scientific
and technical contexts. For example, "10 kg" or "5 m." However, there are
exceptions, such as with percentages where the symbol often directly follows
the numeral.

Q: How should I format metric units of measurement
according to Chicago Manual of Style?

A: Metric units of measurement, such as meters (m), kilograms (kg), liters
(L), and Celsius (°C), should be presented with a numeral followed by a
single space and then the standard abbreviation for the unit. For example, "a
length of 25 cm" or "a mass of 500 g."

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's
recommendation for expressing percentages?

A: For percentages, CMOS generally recommends using figures followed by the
percent sign (%). While it's acceptable to spell out "percent" in general
prose, consistency is crucial. In most contexts, especially technical and
scientific writing, the format "15%" is preferred for clarity and
conciseness.



Q: How are temperatures formatted in Chicago Manual
of Style measurements?

A: Temperatures are formatted using figures followed by the degree symbol and
the unit abbreviation. This includes °C for Celsius, °F for Fahrenheit, and K
for Kelvin (without a degree symbol). A space is typically placed between the
numeral and the degree symbol or unit, as in "72°F" or "25°C."

Q: Does CMOS have specific rules for currency
formatting when dealing with measurements?

A: Yes, when dealing with currency measurements, CMOS generally recommends
placing the currency symbol immediately before the numeral without a space,
such as "$500" or "€2,000." For very large sums in prose, it might be clearer
to spell out the currency and number, but consistency is key within a
document.

Q: When using units like feet and inches, what is
the preferred Chicago Manual of Style format?

A: While superscript characters (e.g., 6' 2") are sometimes used informally,
CMOS generally prefers abbreviations for feet (ft) and inches (in) in formal
writing, especially in technical contexts. For example, "a height of 6 ft 2

in." Spelling out "feet" and "inches" may be clearer in less technical prose.
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