chicago manual of style numbers

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a comprehensive guide for writing and
citation, and understanding its guidelines for numbers is crucial for clarity
and consistency in academic, professional, and publishing contexts. This
article delves into the intricate rules surrounding the treatment of
numerals, spelled-out numbers, dates, times, measurements, and other
numerical expressions according to the latest edition of the Chicago Manual
of Style. We will explore when to use figures versus words, the proper
formatting of dates and times, how to handle measurements and statistics, and
specific considerations for certain types of numbers, ensuring your writing
adheres to these widely recognized standards for precision and readability.
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Introduction to Chicago Style Numbers

Chicago Manual of Style numbers represent a cornerstone of clear and
professional writing, guiding authors on the appropriate use of figures
versus spelled-out numerals. Adherence to these guidelines ensures
uniformity, enhances readability, and lends authority to your text, whether
it's a scholarly article, a business report, or a published book. This
comprehensive guide will dissect the core principles of Chicago style for
numbers, covering everything from basic rules to nuanced applications in
dates, measurements, and statistical data. Mastering these conventions is not
merely about following a style guide; it's about communicating with precision



and adhering to established editorial standards.

The Chicago Manual of Style offers detailed recommendations designed to
prevent ambiguity and promote a smooth reading experience for your audience.
This article aims to demystify these rules, providing practical advice and
clear examples for writers navigating the complexities of numerical
representation. We will explore the general principles that govern the use of
figures and words, common exceptions, and specific scenarios that frequently
pose questions for writers.

General Rules for Numbers in Chicago Style

The fundamental principle governing numbers in Chicago style is to prioritize
clarity and consistency. The manual generally recommends spelling out numbers
from one through ten and using figures for numbers eleven and above. However,
this is a broad guideline, and numerous exceptions and specific contexts
dictate otherwise. Understanding these exceptions is key to applying Chicago
style numbers correctly.

The goal is always to make the text as accessible as possible to the reader.
When numbers are central to the meaning of a sentence or are part of a series
that includes both small and large numbers, the rules can shift to maintain
parallelism and ease of comprehension. It’s important to consider the overall
context of your writing when making decisions about number usage.

When to Spell Out Numbers

As a general rule of thumb, Chicago style advises spelling out numbers that
are commonly used in prose and are typically expressed in words. This
includes cardinal numbers from one through ten.

e For instance, “She has three cats” is preferred over “She has 3 cats.”
e Similarly, “He ran five miles” is standard.

e Numbers used in a casual or general sense often benefit from being
spelled out for stylistic reasons.

There are also situations where even numbers above ten might be spelled out
if they are less precise or used in a more literary context. For example,
“The project took approximately one hundred hours” might be spelled out for
emphasis or stylistic effect, though using figures would also be acceptable
depending on the surrounding text.



When to Use Figures

Figures are generally preferred for numbers eleven and above. This convention
helps to distinguish larger quantities from smaller, more commonplace ones,
thereby enhancing readability. For example, “The book has 15 chapters” is
standard Chicago style.

Figures are also the standard for:

Numbers used in a statistical or technical context.

Numbers that are part of a series where some numbers are eleven or
above.

Measurements, weights, dimensions, and distances.

Dates, times, ages, percentages, and money.

Using figures for larger numbers prevents them from disrupting the flow of
the sentence with lengthy words, making them easier to process quickly.

Numbers at the Beginning of Sentences

A common pitfall in numerical writing is encountering a number at the start
of a sentence. Chicago style strongly advises against beginning a sentence
with a numeral. In such cases, the number should be spelled out, regardless
of its magnitude.

For example, instead of writing “300 people attended the conference,” the
sentence should be rephrased as “Three hundred people attended the
conference.” If spelling out the number would result in an awkward or overly
long phrase, it is better to rephrase the sentence entirely to avoid
beginning with a number. This ensures a smoother and more professional
presentation.

Compound Numbers

Compound numbers from twenty-one through ninety-nine are typically hyphenated
when spelled out. This rule applies whether they are used as adjectives or in
prose.

e For example, “She is twenty-five years old.”

e “The building has fifty-three floors.”



e This hyphenation convention helps to clearly delineate the two parts of
the number and prevent misinterpretation.

When these numbers appear in figures, no hyphen is used unless they are part
of a compound modifier preceding a noun. However, the general rule of using
figures for numbers eleven and above still applies, so these would typically
appear as figures anyway (e.g., “She is 25 years old”).

Large Numbers

For very large numbers, Chicago style offers flexibility to improve
readability. While numbers above ten are generally rendered as figures,
extremely large numbers can be expressed using a combination of words and
figures, or by using figures exclusively with appropriate formatting.

For instance, “The company reported earnings of $1.5 billion” is perfectly
acceptable. Alternatively, “The population of the country exceeded 100
million” also follows Chicago guidelines. The key is to choose the format
that is most comprehensible to the reader. When using figures for very large
numbers, ensure there is no ambiguity regarding the magnitude.

Numbers in Series and Lists

When a series or list contains numbers that include both those below eleven
and those above eleven, Chicago style generally recommends using figures for
all numbers in the series to maintain consistency and avoid visual
disruption.

e For example, if a list includes “apples (5),” “bananas (12),” and
“oranges (8),” it would be better to write “apples (5), bananas (12),
and oranges (8)” to keep the numerical representation uniform.

e However, if the numbers are not directly comparable or are in separate
contexts within the list, the general rules might still apply to
individual items.

The overarching principle remains clarity. If using figures for all numbers
in a series enhances readability, that is the preferred approach.



Specific Applications of Chicago Style Numbers

Beyond the general rules, Chicago style provides specific guidance for
various contexts where numbers appear, ensuring consistency across different
types of information.

Dates and Times

Chicago style dictates that dates and times should be presented using
figures. This is a standard convention that aids in rapid comprehension and
avoids potential ambiguity.

e Dates are typically written in the format month day, year (e.g., July 4,
1776) .

e Times of day are expressed with hours and minutes, using figures and
often including AM or PM (e.g., 3:00 PM or 10:30 AM).

e When referring to centuries, it is standard to spell them out (e.g., the
nineteenth century), although specific years within those centuries are
rendered in figures.

For precision, especially in historical or scientific texts, the exact format
of dates and times may be crucial, and Chicago style ensures this precision
through its clear conventions.

Ages

When referring to the ages of individuals, Chicago style generally recommends
using figures, especially for specific ages or when the age is a significant
detail.

For instance, “The child was 8 years old” or “The survey included
participants aged 25 to 45.” If referring to age in a more general or
literary sense, spelling out might be considered, but for factual reporting,
figures are preferred. This uniformity helps readers quickly grasp the
numerical information related to age.

Percentages and Decimals

Percentages and decimal numbers are almost always expressed using figures in
Chicago style, due to their inherently numerical and often precise nature.



The percentage sign (%) or the word “percent” is used according to context.

e Examples include “an increase of 15.5 percent” or “a decrease of 8%.”

e Decimal numbers are written with figures, such as “a value of 0.75.”

When writing about percentages, it’s important to be consistent with the
usage of the symbol versus the word. The Chicago Manual of Style generally
favors the symbol (%) in most contexts for conciseness, especially in tables
and data-heavy text.

Money and Currency

Amounts of money are always expressed using figures and the appropriate
currency symbol or abbreviation.

e Examples include “$25.00,” “£100,” or “50 euros.”

e For very large sums, it is common to combine figures and words for
readability, such as “$1.2 billion.”

Consistency in how currency is presented is vital. If dealing with multiple
currencies, ensure each is clearly identified with its symbol or designation.

Measurements and Dimensions

Measurements, dimensions, weights, and distances are consistently rendered
using figures, often accompanied by standard abbreviations for units.

e Examples include “a room measuring 10 x 12 feet,” “weighing 5
kilograms,” or “traveling 50 miles.”

e In technical and scientific writing, precise units and their numerical
values are crucial.

The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes clarity and precision here, making
figures the unambiguous choice for conveying quantitative data related to
physical properties.

Fractions



Fractions can be presented in different ways depending on their context.
Simple fractions are often spelled out, while more complex or technical
fractions are best represented using figures.

e “One-half of the cake was eaten.”
e “He scored 3/4 on the test.”

e When fractions appear in series with whole numbers, or in technical
contexts, using figures for all is often preferred for consistency.

The choice between spelling out and using figures for fractions should be
guided by the need for clarity and the style of the surrounding text.

Scores and Statistics

Scores in games and statistical data are always presented using figures. This
allows for precise comparison and easy interpretation of results.

e For example, “The final score was 7-3."

e “The study found a correlation coefficient of 0.85.”

In tables or reports, presenting statistical data clearly with figures is
paramount. The Chicago Manual of Style supports this approach to ensure
accuracy and avoid any misunderstanding of the data.

Addresses

Street numbers and house numbers in addresses are always written as figures.
This is a standard convention in postal services and general writing.

e Examples include “He lives at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.”

e “Send the package to 123 Main Street.”

This convention is straightforward and ensures that recipients can easily
identify the correct location.

Chapter and Page Numbers



Chapter and page numbers are consistently expressed using figures. This aids
readers in navigating texts and referencing specific sections.

e For instance, “Refer to chapter 5” or “See pages 123-130."

e In citations, the format for page numbers is particularly important and
always uses figures.

This rule applies whether the numbers are presented within the text or as
part of a citation or index.

Technical and Scientific Writing Considerations

In technical and scientific writing, precision is paramount, and Chicago
style numbers reflect this. Figures are overwhelmingly preferred for all
numerical data, including measurements, statistics, equations, and
experimental results.

Consistency in units of measurement and their abbreviations is also crucial.
The Chicago Manual of Style often defers to established scientific
conventions for formatting numerical data in these fields. When dealing with
very large or very small numbers, scientific notation or appropriate prefixes
(like kilo-, mega-, micro-) are used with figures to convey precise values
efficiently.

Consistency and Clarity in Chicago Style Number
Usage

The ultimate goal of Chicago Manual of Style number guidelines is to ensure
consistency and clarity in written communication. While rules can seem
complex, they are designed to make your writing more accessible and
professional.

Always consider the context of your writing. If a specific application isn't
explicitly covered by a general rule, refer to the Chicago Manual of Style
for the most up-to-date guidance. By carefully applying these principles, you
can enhance the readability and credibility of your work, ensuring your
numerical information is communicated with precision and ease.



Q: When should I spell out numbers in Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style, you should generally spell out numbers one through ten.
Numbers used in a casual or general sense, even if above ten, may also be
spelled out for stylistic reasons, though figures are often preferred for
larger quantities to maintain readability. Additionally, any number appearing
at the beginning of a sentence must be spelled out.

Q: What is the rule for using figures versus
spelling out numbers in Chicago style?

A: The primary rule in Chicago style is to spell out numbers one through ten
and use figures for numbers eleven and above. However, this rule has many
exceptions, particularly for dates, times, percentages, measurements, money,
and numbers in series or statistical contexts, where figures are almost
always preferred.

Q: How does Chicago style handle numbers at the
start of a sentence?

A: Chicago style strictly prohibits starting a sentence with a numeral. If a
number begins a sentence, it must be spelled out. For example, instead of
"300 people attended," write "Three hundred people attended." If spelling out
a large number at the beginning of a sentence creates an awkward phrase, the
sentence should be rephrased to avoid starting with a number.

Q: Are there special rules for large numbers in
Chicago style?

A: For very large numbers, Chicago style allows for a combination of figures
and words to improve readability, such as "$1.5 billion" or "over 10 million
people." The aim is to present such numbers in a way that is easily
understood by the reader without being visually cumbersome.

Q: How should I format dates and times in Chicago
style?

A: Dates and times in Chicago style are always presented using figures. Dates
are typically formatted as month day, year (e.g., January 15, 2023), and
times use figures with AM or PM (e.g., 2:30 PM).

Q: What is the Chicago style rule for compound



numbers like twenty-one?

A: Compound numbers from twenty-one through ninety-nine are hyphenated when
spelled out, whether they are used as adjectives or in prose. For example, "a
twenty-one-year-old student" or "She has twenty-five years of experience."
When using figures, no hyphen is needed unless it's part of a compound
modifier.

Q: How are percentages and decimals treated in
Chicago style?

A: Percentages and decimal numbers are consistently expressed using figures
in Chicago style. This includes using the percentage sign (%) or the word
"percent" with numerical values (e.g., 5.5 percent or 12%). Decimal numbers
are written with figures (e.g., 0.85).
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