chicago style examples for numbers

chicago style examples for numbers, like many other citation and style guides, offers a nuanced approach to
presenting numerical data. Proper formatting is crucial for clarity, consistency, and adherence to academic
and professional standards. This comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of Chicago style for
numbers, covering everything from writing out numbers to using numerals, handling large numbers, and
specific applications in footnotes and bibliographies. Understanding these rules ensures your writing is

precise and professional.
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Understanding the Basics of Chicago Style Numbers

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides detailed guidelines for the consistent and clear presentation
of numbers in written work. These guidelines aim to enhance readability and avoid ambiguity, which are
paramount in academic, journalistic, and professional writing. The core principle often revolves around a
cutoff point: generally, numbers below ten are spelled out, while numbers ten and above are written as
numerals. However, this is a simplification, and numerous exceptions and contextual considerations apply,

making a deeper understanding essential.

Adhering to these rules is not merely about following a style guide; it's about communicating information
effectively. Inconsistent number formatting can distract readers, undermine the credibility of the writer,
and create confusion, especially when dealing with data, statistics, or historical accounts. Therefore,

mastering these principles is a fundamental skill for anyone producing formal written content.

When to Spell Out Numbers in Chicago Style

Chicago style generally dictates that cardinal numbers below ten should be spelled out. This includes
numbers from zero to nine. For instance, instead of writing "3 apples,” you would write "three apples."
Similarly, "I have 5 cats" becomes "I have five cats." This rule applies to simple counts and quantities where
the number is not part of a larger, more complex numerical expression or a specific measurement that

conventionally uses numerals.



There are also specific instances where spelling out numbers is preferred even if they are ten or above.
These often involve the beginning of a sentence or the representation of imprecision. For example, if a
sentence starts with a number, it should typically be spelled out. Consider the sentence: "100 people
attended the event." In Chicago style, this would be rephrased as "One hundred people attended the event."
This convention helps to avoid the awkwardness of starting a sentence with a numeral, which can

sometimes disrupt the flow.

Another key consideration for spelling out numbers is when they represent an approximation or a general
quantity rather than a precise measurement. For example, phrases like "around fifty people" or "nearly a
thousand times" are often spelled out to convey a sense of estimation rather than exactitude. This stylistic

choice emphasizes the qualitative aspect of the number rather than its quantitative precision.

When to Use Numerals in Chicago Style

Conversely, Chicago style mandates the use of numerals for numbers ten and above. This rule applies
unless one of the exceptions mentioned previously comes into play. So, "I ate 12 cookies" is correct, as is
"The experiment involved 50 participants.” This principle ensures consistency when dealing with larger

quantities and statistics, making them easier to scan and compare.

Numerals are also consistently used for specific types of numerical data. This includes measurements,

dimensions, temperatures, percentages, money, and units of time. For example, "5 kg," "25 degrees Celsius,"
"$100," and "3:15 PM" all require numerals. Similarly, percentages are always expressed using numerals and
the percent sign, such as "15 percent" or "20%." The latter form, using the symbol, is generally preferred in

most contexts where space is a consideration or for a more concise presentation.

Furthermore, numerals are standard for any number that forms part of a series where other numbers in
the series are ten or above, or when it's necessary to avoid confusion. If you are discussing data points such
as "1, 5, 12, and 25," even though 1 and 5 are below ten, they are presented as numerals for consistency

within that numerical sequence. This ensures that all items in a related group are treated uniformly.

Handling Large Numbers and Rounding

When dealing with very large numbers, Chicago style offers guidance to improve readability. Numbers in
the thousands can be written out or presented with numerals, but consistency is key. For instance, "twenty
thousand" or "20,000" can both be acceptable depending on context and desired emphasis. However, for
numbers exceeding tens of thousands, such as millions and billions, the convention leans towards using

numerals combined with words like "million" or "billion" for clarity and conciseness.

Examples include "$5 million,"” "2.5 billion people,” or "100,000 residents."” When using numerals for large
numbers, it is generally advisable to round them to a reasonable degree unless extreme precision is
required. Rounding can make large figures more digestible for the reader. For instance, stating
"approximately 3.7 million" is often more effective than presenting "3,718,542." The decision to round

should be based on the context and the level of detail necessary for the argument or information being



presented.

For statistical data where precision is paramount, the full numeral may be necessary. However, in general

nn

prose, rounding and the use of numerical qualifiers like "approximately,” "about," or "nearly" are
encouraged to make the figures more accessible. The key is to strike a balance between accuracy and

readability, a core tenet of Chicago style.

Numbers in Series and Percentages

When a series of numbers appears together, consistency in formatting is paramount. If any number in the
series is ten or above, all numbers in that series are typically written as numerals to maintain uniformity.
For example, if you are discussing a set of items and mention "3 pencils, 10 pens, and 25 markers," you
would write it as "3 pencils, 10 pens, and 25 markers." The presence of 10 and 25 dictates that the number 3

should also be represented as a numeral for consistency within that list.

Percentages in Chicago style are almost always expressed using numerals, regardless of whether they are
above or below ten. The numeral is followed by the word "percent" or the symbol "%." The choice
between the word and the symbol often depends on the context and the publication's preferred style. For
formal academic prose, "percent” might be favored, while in more technical or journalistic contexts, the "%"

symbol is common. For instance, "an increase of 5 percent" or "the sample size was 15%."

It is also important to note that when a percentage is used adjectivally before a noun, it is typically written
with numerals and the symbol. For example, "a 10% discount.” If the percentage functions as a noun, it can
be spelled out or use the symbol, but consistency is key. Using the numeral and symbol for percentages is a

widely accepted practice for clarity and conciseness, especially when dealing with data and statistics.

Ordinal Numbers and Dates

Ordinal numbers, which indicate position or order, follow similar principles to cardinal numbers but with
some nuances. Generally, ordinal numbers below tenth are spelled out: "first,” "second,” "third," and so on,

up to "ninth." For tenth and above, numerals are typically used: "10th," "11th," "12th," and so forth.

However, there are exceptions. When ordinal numbers are used to refer to specific, established entities or
historical events, they are often spelled out or handled in specific ways according to common usage. For
instance, "the First Amendment" is standard. In dates, ordinal numbers are used for the day of the month,
but in American English, they are often omitted or implied, while in British English, they are more
commonly used. Chicago style generally prefers omitting the ordinal suffix for days when the year is
included (e.g., "January 1, 2023"), but if the day is stated alone or in a context where it functions as an

ordinal, the rule for spelling out or using numerals applies.

Dates are a specific area where Chicago style has clear rules. Months are never abbreviated unless part of a
standard citation format. When writing out a date, the day is typically written as an Arabic numeral (e.g.,
"July 4, 1776"). The ordinal suffix ("th," "st," "nd," "rd") is generally omitted in this format. If a date is

referred to in a way that emphasizes its ordinal position, such as "the second of May," it would be spelled



out. Proper handling of dates ensures accuracy and adherence to conventions that readers expect.

Numbers in Footnotes and Bibliographies

The formatting of numbers within footnotes and bibliographies in Chicago style must align with the
general principles of the manual, but with specific considerations for citation elements. Numbers referring
to pages, volumes, and years are consistently presented as numerals. For example, a footnote might cite "p.

45" or "vol. 3." A bibliography entry will typically include a year in numerals, such as "(2022)."

When referencing a range of pages, numerals are used for both the starting and ending page numbers. For
instance, a citation might read "pp. 112-119." In cases where the numbers share common leading digits,
Chicago style recommends omitting the repeated digits in the second number to enhance conciseness and
readability, as long as clarity is maintained. For example, if a page range is from page 123 to page 127, it
would be written as "pp. 123-27." If the range is from page 123 to page 135, it would be "pp. 123-35." This
applies to years as well, such as "2010-15."

Specific numerical elements within a citation, such as edition numbers or issue numbers, also adhere to the
numeral convention. For example, "2nd ed." would become "2nd ed." (spelled out as per the ordinal rule) or
often presented as "2nd edition" or even just "2nd ed." in many modern applications, with the specific
formatting depending on the source type and the detail required. However, when a number refers to a
specific item like a journal issue, it will be a numeral, such as "issue 3." Consistency in applying these rules

ensures that bibliographic information is presented clearly and efficiently.

Common Chicago Style Number Errors to Avoid

One of the most frequent errors is inconsistency in applying the rule of spelling out numbers below ten
and using numerals for ten and above. Writers may sometimes mix these, using a numeral for a number
under ten or spelling out a number above ten without a clear reason. This can lead to a disjointed

appearance and can be distracting for the reader. Always double-check numbers against the general rule

and its exceptions.

Another common pitfall involves the handling of numbers at the beginning of a sentence. Forgetting to
spell out a number that starts a sentence is a frequent oversight. For instance, writing "7 days a week"
instead of "Seven days a week." Similarly, improper rounding or the unnecessary use of excessive decimals
in large numbers can detract from clarity. Ensure that large numbers are presented in a way that is easy

for the reader to grasp, often by rounding and using qualifiers.

Confusion also arises with ordinal numbers and their usage in dates and series. Not consistently applying
the rule for spelling out ordinals below tenth and using numerals thereafter, or incorrectly formatting date
references, are common mistakes. Furthermore, failing to maintain consistency in series of numbers,
especially when some fall below the cutoff and others above, can create an uneven presentation. Meticulous

proofreading, specifically focusing on numerical elements, is essential to catch and correct these errors.



The art of presenting numbers in Chicago style requires attention to detail and a solid understanding of the
underlying principles. By consistently applying the guidelines for spelling out numbers, using numerals,
handling large figures, and formatting specific elements like dates and citations, writers can ensure their
work is both professional and easily understood. This focus on clarity and precision ultimately enhances the

impact and credibility of the written content, making it a valuable asset for any author.

FAQ

Q When should I spell out numbers in Chicago style?

A: You should generally spell out cardinal numbers below ten (zero through nine). Ordinal numbers below
tenth (first through ninth) should also be spelled out. Additionally, numbers at the beginning of a sentence

should be spelled out, and approximations or general quantities are often best expressed in words.

Q When should I use numerals in Chicago style?

A: Numerals are typically used for numbers ten and above. They are also standard for measurements,
dimensions, percentages, money, units of time, and any number that is part of a series where other
numbers are ten or above. Specific elements in footnotes and bibliographies, such as page numbers and

years, consistently use numerals.

Q How do I format large numbers in Chicago style?

A: For large numbers, Chicago style often recommends using numerals combined with words like
"million" or "billion," such as "$5 million" or "2.5 billion." It is also advisable to round large numbers to

improve readability, unless extreme precision is required.

Q What are the rules for percentages in Chicago style?

A: Percentages are almost always expressed using numerals, followed by the word "percent” or the symbol
"%." For example, "15 percent” or "20%." Consistency is key, and the choice between the word and the

symbol may depend on the context or publication style.

Q How should I format dates in Chicago style?

A: In dates, months are written out (e.g., July). The day is typically written as an Arabic numeral without
an ordinal suffix when the year is included (e.g., July 4, 1776). If a date is referred to more generally as an

ordinal position, such as "the second of May," it would be spelled out.



Q What is the rule for numbers in a series in Chicago style?

A: If any number in a series is ten or above, all numbers in that series should generally be written as
numerals for consistency. For example, "3 pencils, 10 pens, and 25 markers" would be written as "3 pencils,

10 pens, and 25 markers."

Q How do I format page ranges in footnotes and bibliographies?

A: Page ranges in Chicago style are presented using numerals. When the numbers share common leading
digits, the repeated digits in the second number can be omitted for conciseness, provided clarity is

maintained. For example, "pp. 123-27" or "pp. 2010-15."

Q: Should I spell out fractions in Chicago style?

A: Simple fractions can be spelled out (e.g., "one-half," "three-quarters"), especially if they are used in
general prose and are less than one. However, complex fractions or those that represent precise

measurements or are part of a mathematical context usually use numerals (e.g., 1/2, 3/4).

Q: Is there a difference in how Chicago style handles numbers in body
text versus citations?

A: Yes, while the core principles of clarity and consistency apply to both, citations have more specific rules.
For instance, page numbers, volumes, and years are always numerals in citations, and specific conventions
for condensing page ranges are used. Body text follows the general rules of spelling out below ten and

using numerals ten and above, with exceptions for sentence beginnings and specific contexts.
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