chicago style numbers in text

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides comprehensive guidelines for a wide range of citation
and writing conventions, and its treatment of numbers in text is no exception. Understanding how to
present numbers consistently is crucial for academic papers, professional documents, and any writing
that aims for clarity and adherence to established style. This article will delve deeply into the
intricacies of chicago style numbers in text, covering when to spell out numbers, when to use
numerals, and the specific rules for dates, times, measurements, percentages, and more. We will
explore the underlying principles that guide these decisions, ensuring you can apply them with
confidence in your own work. Navigating these stylistic choices can seem daunting, but by breaking
down the rules and providing clear examples, this guide will demystify the process of incorporating
numbers effectively within the Chicago style framework.
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When to Spell Out Numbers in Chicago Style

Numbers Below One Hundred

The primary rule for presenting numbers in Chicago style is to spell out numbers that can be
expressed in one or two words. This generally applies to all numbers from zero up to, but not
including, one hundred. This convention aims to enhance readability by avoiding the visual clutter
that can arise from an excessive use of numerals, especially for smaller quantities. For instance,
instead of writing "There were 7 apples," the Chicago Manual of Style would dictate "There were
seven apples." This principle extends to both cardinal and ordinal numbers when they fall within this
range.

There are, however, some exceptions to this general rule. When precise figures are essential, or when
numbers are used in a series alongside numbers that must be expressed as numerals, consistency
often dictates the use of numerals even for numbers below one hundred. For example, if a document
discusses a group of 5 items and another group of 12 items, it is often clearer to present both as
numerals (5 and 12) for parallel structure. The goal is always to prioritize clarity and ease of
comprehension for the reader.



Consistency with Larger Numbers

Another key consideration is consistency, particularly when dealing with a range of numbers. If your
text includes both numbers that are spelled out and numbers that are expressed as numerals, it is
important to establish a consistent approach. The Chicago Manual of Style advises that if you have
both numbers below one hundred and numbers one hundred or greater within the same context, you
should generally use numerals for all of them to maintain uniformity. For instance, if you are
discussing items in quantities such as "ten chairs" and "150 tables," Chicago style would lean towards
presenting both as numerals: "10 chairs" and "150 tables." This prevents jarring shifts in presentation
and aids the reader's focus.

When to Use Numerals in Chicago Style

Numbers One Hundred and Above

The Chicago Manual of Style generally dictates that numbers one hundred and greater should be
expressed in numerals. This guideline is in place to ensure that larger quantities are immediately
recognizable and to avoid the cumbersome nature of spelling out lengthy numbers. For example,
instead of writing "five hundred and twenty-five students," the Chicago style would opt for "525
students." This is a fundamental principle that helps to distinguish between smaller, more casually
referenced quantities and larger, more significant figures.

Precise Measurements and Quantities

When dealing with precise measurements, quantities, or data where exactness is paramount,
numerals are almost always preferred, regardless of the number's magnitude. This includes scientific
data, statistical figures, distances, weights, and temperatures. For instance, "a distance of 10.5
miles," "a weight of 2.7 kilograms," or "a temperature of -5 degrees Celsius" would all be rendered
using numerals. The precision offered by numerals is critical in these contexts to avoid any ambiguity
or misinterpretation.

Involving Decimals and Fractions

Numbers that involve decimals or fractions are typically presented using numerals. This applies
whether the decimal or fraction is part of a whole number or not. For example, "3.14," "0.5," or "one-
half" when used in a statistical context would become "0.5" or "3.14." Similarly, fractions are usually
presented as numerals. While "one-half" might be spelled out in casual writing, in formal Chicago
style, especially when part of a quantitative discussion, it would be rendered numerically. Complex
fractions are always presented with numerals.

Specific Chicago Style Number Guidelines



Dates and Years

When writing dates in Chicago style, the standard format is month day, year. Numerals are used for
all parts of the date. For example, "July 4, 1776," or "December 25, 2023." When referring to a
specific decade, it is usually spelled out, such as "the nineteen eighties," but specific years within that
decade are always numerical, like "in 1985." Years are always expressed as numerals, with the
exception of when they begin a sentence and fall below one hundred, which is a rare scenario for
years.

Time

Chicago style typically uses numerals for expressing time, especially in formal contexts. For example,
"3:00 p.m." or "9:15 a.m." When referring to hours in a general sense, such as "around three hours,"

the number would be spelled out ("three hours"). However, for specific clock times, numerals are the
standard. This rule applies whether the time is in the past, present, or future.

Ages

For ages, Chicago style generally follows the rule of spelling out numbers below one hundred and
using numerals for one hundred and above. So, you would write "a six-year-old child" but "a 105-year-
old man." Similar to other quantitative references, if there are many ages being discussed, or if the
age is part of a statistical breakdown, consistency might lead to using numerals for all ages for clarity.

Money

When referring to monetary amounts, Chicago style uses numerals. This includes currency symbols
and designations. For example, "$50," "£25," or "100 yen." When spelling out smaller amounts for
stylistic effect or in very casual contexts, it might be done, but in formal Chicago style, numerals are
standard for monetary figures. For very large sums, numerals remain the preferred format.

Numbers and Dates in Chicago Style

Formatting Dates

The Chicago Manual of Style mandates a specific format for presenting dates: month day, year. All
components of the date are expressed using numerals. This means that July 4, 1776, is correctly
written as "July 4, 1776." Similarly, December 25, 2023, would be "December 25, 2023." This
consistent format ensures clarity and avoids potential confusion that can arise from different date
conventions.

Referring to Centuries and Decades

When referring to centuries and decades, Chicago style often uses spelled-out numbers, particularly



for centuries. For instance, "the eighteenth century" or "the nineteenth century." Decades are also
typically spelled out: "the nineteen nineties" or "the early nineteen hundreds." However, when
specific years are mentioned within these periods, they revert to numerals, such as "in 1776" or "in
1995." This distinction helps to differentiate between broad historical periods and specific points in
time.

Years Beginning Sentences

A common query regarding Chicago style numbers in text concerns years that begin a sentence.
According to the CMOS, if a year falls below one hundred and begins a sentence, it should be spelled
out. However, this situation is exceptionally rare for years. Modern usage overwhelmingly uses years
that are one hundred or greater. Therefore, the practical application of this rule is minimal. For
example, hypothetically, "Nineteen seventy-five was a significant year" would be the correct Chicago
style. In practice, however, most sentences beginning with years will naturally use numerals as the
years are well over one hundred.

Numbers and Time in Chicago Style

Specifying Clock Time

When denoting specific clock times, Chicago style exclusively employs numerals. This includes both
the hour and minute designations. Common examples include "8:30 a.m.," "10:00 p.m.," or "1:45."
The use of a colon to separate hours and minutes is standard. For times that are precisely on the
hour, the minutes can be omitted or shown as "00," such as "12:00." This precision is crucial for clear
communication in schedules, appointments, and historical accounts.

General References to Time

In contrast to specific clock times, general references to durations or approximate periods of time are
usually spelled out, especially if they are less than one hundred. For instance, "about five hours," "two
weeks," or "ten minutes." This aligns with the broader Chicago style principle of spelling out numbers
that are easily expressed in one or two words. The emphasis here is on readability for less precise
temporal references.

Military and Twenty-Four-Hour Time

When using military time or the twenty-four-hour clock system, Chicago style still utilizes numerals.
For example, "1400 hours" for 2:00 p.m., or "0900 hours" for 9:00 a.m. The context will determine
whether to use "hours" or the a.m./p.m. designation. In most academic and general writing, the
a.m./p.m. format is more common, but the twenty-four-hour format is essential in specific fields like
aviation or military contexts. The numerals remain consistent.



Numbers and Measurements in Chicago Style

Units of Measurement

Chicago style mandates the use of numerals for all units of measurement, irrespective of their size.
This includes metric and imperial units. Examples include "5 kilometers," "10 pounds," "25 meters,"
"3.5 inches," or "6 feet." The precision offered by numerals is vital when conveying accurate physical
dimensions, distances, or quantities. Consistency in using numerals for measurements aids in clear
and scientific communication.

Statistical Data

When presenting statistical data, percentages, or any form of quantitative research findings, Chicago
style requires the use of numerals. This ensures that the data is communicated with the utmost
accuracy and clarity. For example, "the study found a 75% correlation," "the population increased by
12.3%," or "the sample size was 250." Even for smaller percentages or numbers that could be spelled
out, the context of statistical reporting favors numerals.

Fractions and Decimals in Measurements

Fractions and decimals that appear within measurements are always expressed numerically. For
instance, "3/4 inch," "1.5 liters," or "0.25 kilograms." Chicago style prefers the use of decimals over
fractions in many contexts for ease of readability and consistency with other numerical data. When
fractions are used, they are typically presented using numerals, not spelled out.

Percentages and Statistical Data in Chicago Style

Numerical Representation of Percentages

The Chicago Manual of Style consistently uses numerals when presenting percentages. This is crucial
for maintaining the accuracy and scientific rigor of any data analysis. For example, "a 5% increase,"

"30% of respondents," or "a decrease of 0.5%." The percentage symbol (%) is used directly after the
numeral without a space, except in specific tabular formats where layout considerations might apply.

Context of Statistical Reporting

In any context involving statistical reporting, be it in research papers, surveys, or business reports,
the use of numerals for all quantitative data, including percentages, is paramount. This ensures that
readers can easily interpret the figures and compare them across different data points. The
consistency provided by numerals is essential for the integrity of statistical communication. For
instance, "The unemployment rate fell to 4.2%," or "80% of participants reported satisfaction."



Fractions within Percentages

When percentages involve fractions, they are typically represented using decimals for clarity and
consistency. For example, instead of "5 and a half percent," Chicago style would opt for "5.5%." This
numerical representation avoids any ambiguity that might arise from spelling out complex fractional
parts of percentages.

Ordinal Numbers in Chicago Style

Ordinal Numbers Below One Hundred

Similar to cardinal numbers, Chicago style dictates that ordinal numbers (first, second, third, etc.)
should be spelled out if they can be expressed in one or two words. This applies to ordinal numbers
below one hundred. For example, "the first chapter," "the tenth day," or "the twenty-fifth
anniversary." This rule contributes to the overall readability of the text by softening the visual impact
of numbers.

Ordinal Numbers One Hundred and Above

When ordinal numbers reach one hundred and above, Chicago style generally prefers the use of
numerals. This is consistent with the treatment of cardinal numbers. For example, "the 101st
Congress" or "the 250th reunion." This maintains a clear distinction between smaller, more casually
referenced ordinals and larger, more formal ones.

Ordinal Numbers in Series

In a series where numbers are mixed, consistency is key. If you have a series that includes both
ordinal numbers that are spelled out and those that are expressed as numerals, it's often best
practice to use numerals for all to maintain a uniform appearance. For example, if you are discussing
"the fifth item" and "the 15th item," Chicago style might suggest writing both as numerals: "the 5th
item" and "the 15th item."

Large Numbers in Chicago Style

Numbers One Hundred and Greater

As previously discussed, a cornerstone of Chicago style is the use of numerals for all numbers one
hundred and greater. This applies to both cardinal and ordinal numbers. Whether it's quantities,
measurements, or other numerical data, numbers of this magnitude are best presented numerically
for immediate recognition and clarity. For instance, "1,000 people," "5,000 miles," or "the 1,000,000th
customer." Commas are used to separate thousands, millions, etc., in larger numbers.



Large Number Formatting

When dealing with very large numbers, Chicago style advises using numerals and appropriate
separators (commas) to enhance readability. For example, "10,000,000" is much clearer than "ten
million." This is particularly important in financial, scientific, and demographic contexts where dealing
with significant figures is common. The goal is to make these large numbers easily digestible for the
reader.

Consistency with Smaller Numbers

The principle of consistency remains vital even when dealing with large numbers. If a document
contains both small numbers (spelled out) and large numbers (numerals), the Chicago style often
suggests using numerals for all numbers if the context demands precision or if there's a potential for
confusion. For example, if you are listing items with quantities like "twenty pens" and "500
notebooks," you might choose to write "20 pens" and "500 notebooks" for stylistic unity.

Numbers at the Beginning of a Sentence in Chicago
Style

The General Rule

A widely recognized rule in many style guides, including Chicago, is that numbers should not begin a
sentence. If a number naturally occurs at the beginning of a sentence and it is one that would
typically be spelled out, the sentence should be rephrased to avoid this. For example, instead of
"Seven people attended the meeting," one might write "The meeting was attended by seven people."

Exceptions for Years

The primary exception to the "no numbers at the beginning of a sentence" rule in Chicago style
applies to years. Years are permissible at the beginning of a sentence. For example, "1776 was a
pivotal year in American history." This is a practical exception that acknowledges the common way
historical narratives are structured. However, this exception only applies to years that are numerically
represented, not hypothetically spelled-out years below one hundred.

Maintaining Readability

The underlying reason for this guideline is readability. Sentences that begin with numerals can
sometimes disrupt the flow of the text. Rephrasing the sentence to place the number later, or spelling
it out if it's below one hundred and can be easily expressed that way, generally leads to a smoother
reading experience. This principle is applied judiciously to enhance the overall quality of the writing.



Consistency in Chicago Style Number Usage

Prioritizing Clarity and Readability

The paramount principle guiding all Chicago style number conventions is clarity and readability.
Whether a number is spelled out or rendered as a numeral, the ultimate decision should serve to
make the text easier for the reader to understand. Inconsistent application of rules can lead to
confusion, so establishing a clear and consistent approach from the outset is essential for any writer
following Chicago style.

Contextual Application

The specific context of your writing plays a significant role in determining number usage. Scientific
papers, technical reports, and statistical analyses will naturally lean more heavily on numerals for
precision. Creative writing, narrative essays, or general informational articles might employ more
spelled-out numbers for stylistic reasons. However, even within these different contexts, the core
Chicago guidelines provide a reliable framework.

Review and Revision

During the revision process, paying close attention to how numbers are presented is a critical step.
Reviewing your text specifically for number consistency can catch errors and improve the overall
polish of your work. Ensure that you haven't mixed styles unnecessarily and that your choices align
with the Chicago Manual of Style's recommendations for your specific type of document.

Numerical Series Considerations

When a series of numbers appears in your text, the magnitude of the largest number often dictates
how all numbers in that series should be presented. If the series includes numbers both above and
below one hundred, Chicago style generally advises using numerals for all of them to maintain
uniformity and avoid a fragmented visual presentation. This thoughtful approach ensures that your
numbers contribute positively to the reader's experience, rather than detracting from it.

FAQ

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

A: In Chicago style, you should spell out numbers that can be expressed in one or two words, which
typically includes all whole numbers less than one hundred. However, exceptions exist for precise
measurements, statistics, and when consistency with larger numbers in the same context is required.

Q: Are there any exceptions to spelling out numbers below



one hundred in Chicago style?

A: Yes, there are exceptions. You should use numerals for numbers below one hundred if they are part
of a statistical table, a precise measurement, or if they appear in a series with numbers that must be
expressed as numerals for consistency.

Q: How does Chicago style handle large numbers?

A: Chicago style generally requires the use of numerals for all numbers one hundred and above. This
ensures clarity and readability for larger quantities. For very large numbers, commas are used to
separate thousands, millions, and so on.

Q: What is the Chicago style rule for numbers at the
beginning of a sentence?

A: The general Chicago style rule is to avoid starting a sentence with a number. If a number less than
one hundred would naturally begin a sentence, the sentence should be rephrased. The primary
exception is for years, which can begin a sentence.

Q: How should | format dates and years in Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style, dates are formatted as month day, year, using numerals for all components (e.qg.,
July 4, 1776). Years are always expressed as numerals. Centuries and decades are often spelled out
(e.g., the eighteenth century, the nineteen eighties), but specific years within them are numerical.

Q: What are the guidelines for using numbers with
measurements in Chicago style?

A: Chicago style mandates the use of numerals for all units of measurement, regardless of their size.
This applies to both metric and imperial units and includes any fractions or decimals associated with
the measurement.

Q: How do | represent percentages and statistical data in
Chicago style?

A: Percentages and statistical data are always presented using numerals in Chicago style to ensure
accuracy and clarity. This includes using the percentage symbol (%) directly after the numeral.
Fractions within percentages are typically rendered as decimals.

Q: What is the rule for ordinal numbers in Chicago style?

A: Ordinal numbers (first, second, etc.) are spelled out if they can be expressed in one or two words
(typically up to ninety-ninth). For ordinal numbers one hundred and above, Chicago style uses
numerals (e.g., 101st). Consistency is also important when ordinals appear in a series.
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