chicago manual of style numeral rules

The Chicago Manual of Style numeral rules can appear complex, but understanding their
fundamental principles is crucial for clear, consistent, and professional writing. This guide
delves into the core tenets of how to handle numbers in Chicago style, covering everything
from when to spell out numbers to how to format dates, percentages, and large figures.
Mastering these guidelines ensures your written work adheres to the highest standards of
academic and editorial practice, enhancing readability and credibility across various
fields. We will explore the nuances of numeral usage, including exceptions and common
pitfalls, providing actionable advice for writers and editors alike. Whether you're
preparing a manuscript, a research paper, or a professional report, a solid grasp of these
rules is indispensable.
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Introduction to Chicago Style Numerals

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a comprehensive framework for handling
numerals, aiming for clarity, consistency, and readability in published works. Its
guidelines on numeral usage are designed to prevent ambiguity and ensure that numbers
are presented in a way that is easily understood by the widest possible audience. This
section will lay the groundwork for understanding these fundamental principles.

Spelling Out Numbers vs. Using Digits

One of the most fundamental decisions when applying Chicago Manual of Style numeral
rules is whether to spell out a number or to use Arabic numerals (digits). CMOS provides



clear guidance on this, prioritizing readability and context.

When to Spell Out Numbers

Generally, CMOS advises spelling out numbers from zero through one hundred. This rule
is applied consistently to avoid visual clutter and maintain a smooth reading flow,
especially in prose. For instance, you would write "twenty-five," not "25," when referring
to a quantity within this range that isn't part of a statistical or technical context.

e Numbers zero through one hundred are typically spelled out.

e Consistency is key; if you spell out a number, maintain that format unless a specific
rule dictates otherwise.

e This applies to both cardinal and ordinal numbers within the specified range, though
specific rules for ordinals may vary.

When to Use Arabic Numerals (Digits)

Arabic numerals are preferred for numbers larger than one hundred. This is primarily for
ease of comprehension; larger numbers are more readily grasped when presented in digit
form. Additionally, digits are used for specific categories of numbers where precision and
conciseness are paramount.

e Numbers 101 and above are generally written as digits.

e Digits are essential for technical and scientific writing, statistics, measurements,
dates, times, and financial figures.

e When comparing numbers where one is above and one is below one hundred, it is
often best to use digits for both for consistency.

Handling Large Numbers and Rounding

The presentation of large numbers requires careful consideration to ensure they are not
only accurate but also easily digestible. CMOS offers guidance on how to format these
figures effectively.



Rounding for Readability

When dealing with very large numbers that are approximations or estimates, rounding can
significantly improve readability. Instead of presenting a long string of digits, round to the
nearest thousand, million, or billion, as appropriate. For example, "one million" is clearer
than "1,000,000" when the exact figure isn't critical.

Commas in Large Numbers

Chicago style mandates the use of commas to separate thousands in numbers of four or
more digits. This convention is crucial for preventing misreading. For instance, 1,234,567
is much clearer than 1234567.

Specific Formatting Rules for Numbers

Beyond the basic spelling-out-or-digit rule, CMOS provides specific guidelines for various
types of numerical expressions.

Dates and Times

Dates and times have their own set of conventions within the Chicago Manual of Style
numeral rules to ensure clarity and a consistent presentation across different contexts.

e Dates are typically written in the order month day, year (e.g., July 4, 1776).
e When referring to a decade, use digits and an apostrophe (e.g., the 1960s).

e Times are generally written using digits and colons (e.g., 10:30 a.m. or 3:15 p.m.).

Percentages and Fractions

The presentation of percentages and fractions also adheres to specific Chicago style
guidelines to maintain uniformity.

e Percentages are usually written with digits and the percent sign (e.g., 50 percent or
50%). CMOS prefers the word "percent" in most textual contexts but allows the
symbol in tables and figures.

e Simple fractions (those that can be easily expressed in words) are typically spelled



out (e.g., one-half, three-quarters).

e Complex fractions or those used in technical contexts are written using digits (e.g.,
17/32).

Currency and Measurements

When dealing with monetary values and units of measurement, precision and standard
notation are paramount, and CMOS provides clear directives.

e Currency amounts are written using digits and the appropriate currency symbol or
abbreviation (e.g., $50, £25, €100).

e Units of measurement are typically expressed using digits, especially in scientific and
technical writing (e.g., 5 kg, 10 meters, 25°C).

Ordinal Numbers

Ordinal numbers, which indicate position or order, have distinct rules that depend on their
value and context.

e Ordinal numbers below one hundred are generally spelled out (e.g., first, second,
twenty-third).

e However, when used in conjunction with cardinal numbers or in a series where other
numbers are digits, they may be presented as digits (e.g., the 1st century, the 23rd
annual event).

e Ordinal numbers derived from two-digit numbers ending in "first," "second," "third,"
or "fourth" (e.g., twenty-first) are hyphenated when spelled out.

Hyphenation of Numbers

The hyphenation of numbers is a critical aspect of Chicago Manual of Style numeral rules,
particularly when numbers are used as compound modifiers.



Compound Numbers

When spelled-out numbers from twenty-one through ninety-nine are used as adjectives
before a noun, they are hyphenated (e.g., a twenty-page report, thirty-five students). This
also applies to compound ordinal numbers (e.g., twenty-first birthday).

Compound Fractions

Similarly, compound fractions that are spelled out are hyphenated (e.g., one-third, two-
fifths).

Numbers in Series and Lists

Handling numbers within a series or list requires attention to maintaining consistency and
readability, especially when the series contains numbers both above and below one
hundred.

Consistent Formatting

If a series of numbers includes items that fall on either side of the one-hundred threshold,
it is often best to use digits for all numbers in that series to maintain consistency. For
example, if you are listing quantities of items and one list item is "50 apples" and another
is "150 oranges," it is preferable to write "50 apples" and "150 oranges" rather than
spelling out "fifty" and using digits for "150."

Numbers at the Beginning of a Sentence

Starting a sentence with a number presents a stylistic challenge, and CMOS offers a clear
preference to avoid this.

Rephrasing for Clarity

It is generally recommended to rephrase sentences so that a number does not appear at
the beginning. If a number must start a sentence, it should be spelled out, especially if it is
below one hundred. However, for clarity and to avoid awkward phrasing, repositioning the
sentence is the preferred approach. For example, instead of "10 cats were in the room,"
consider "There were 10 cats in the room."



Punctuation with Numbers

The interplay between punctuation and numerals is a nuanced area governed by specific
Chicago Manual of Style numeral rules.

Commas in Numbers

As previously mentioned, commas are used to separate thousands in numbers of four or
more digits. This applies universally across most numerical contexts in Chicago style.

Hyphens in Compound Numbers

Hyphens are used to connect spelled-out compound numbers from twenty-one to ninety-
nine and in compound ordinal numbers.

Consistency in Numeral Usage

Perhaps the most overarching principle governing the Chicago Manual of Style numeral
rules is the imperative of consistency. Inconsistent application of numeral rules can lead to
confusion and undermine the professional appearance of a text.

Maintaining Style

Once a decision is made about how to present a particular type of number (e.g., spelling
out numbers below ten in a specific context), that decision should be applied uniformly
throughout the document. Authors and editors should refer to the style guide or establish
house rules to ensure this consistency is maintained, especially in collaborative projects.

Common Pitfalls and Exceptions

While the general rules for Chicago Manual of Style numeral rules are straightforward,
certain situations present exceptions or common areas where writers might falter.

Technical and Statistical Contexts



In scientific, technical, and statistical writing, there is a greater tendency to use digits for
almost all numbers, regardless of their value. This is because precision is paramount in
these fields. However, even in these contexts, CMOS may still advise spelling out very
small numbers for clarity.

Judicious Use of Digits

Even when the rule dictates spelling out a number, consider whether using digits might
enhance clarity, especially if the number is part of a comparison with larger numbers or
appears in a context where digits are prevalent.

The Rule of Thumb: Readability

Ultimately, the Chicago Manual of Style numeral rules are guided by the principle of
readability. If adhering strictly to a rule makes a passage awkward or difficult to
understand, a judicious exception may be warranted, provided it is done consistently.

Frequently Asked Questions About Chicago
Manual of Style Numeral Rules

Q: When should I spell out numbers versus using digits
according to Chicago style?

A: Chicago style generally advises spelling out numbers from zero through one hundred.
Numbers 101 and above are typically written as digits. However, exceptions exist for
technical contexts, series, and when clarity is compromised by spelling out.

Q: How does Chicago style handle large numbers?

A: For large numbers, Chicago style recommends using commas to separate thousands
(e.g., 1,234,567). For very large numbers that are approximations, rounding for readability
is encouraged (e.g., approximately ten million).

Q: What are the rules for dates and times in Chicago
style?

A: Dates are usually written as month day, year (e.g., January 1, 2023). Decades are
represented with digits and an apostrophe (e.g., the 1980s). Times are written with digits
and colons (e.g., 9:00 a.m.).



Q: How should I format percentages and fractions in
Chicago style?

A: Percentages are typically written with digits and the word "percent" (e.g., 75 percent).
Simple fractions are usually spelled out (e.g., one-half), while complex or technical
fractions use digits (e.g., 3/16).

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's rule for
numbers at the beginning of a sentence?

A: Chicago style strongly recommends rephrasing sentences to avoid starting with a
number. If unavoidable, the number should be spelled out, especially if it is below one
hundred.

Q: How are ordinal numbers treated in Chicago style?

A: Ordinal numbers below one hundred are generally spelled out (e.g., first, twenty-
second). However, in contexts where digits are used for cardinal numbers or for clarity
(like centuries or anniversaries), digits may be employed (e.g., the 1st century, the 30th
anniversary).

Q: Are there specific rules for hyphenating numbers in
Chicago style?

A: Yes, spelled-out compound numbers from twenty-one through ninety-nine are
hyphenated when used as adjectives before a noun (e.g., a forty-page report). Compound
ordinal numbers are also hyphenated (e.g., thirty-first).

Q: What is the most important principle to remember
about Chicago style numeral rules?

A: Consistency is the most important principle. Once a style is chosen for a particular type
of number in a specific context, it should be applied uniformly throughout the document to
ensure clarity and professionalism.
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