
chicago style numbers journalistic writing
The Art and Science of Chicago Style Numbers in Journalistic Writing

chicago style numbers journalistic writing is a fundamental aspect of clear, concise, and credible
reporting. Mastering these conventions ensures that numbers are presented consistently, accurately,
and in a manner that enhances reader comprehension. This article delves into the intricacies of
applying The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) to numerals within journalistic contexts, covering
everything from basic rules to nuanced exceptions. We will explore how to handle cardinal and ordinal
numbers, percentages, dates, times, and measurements, providing practical guidance for writers
seeking to uphold journalistic integrity. Understanding these guidelines is not merely about adhering
to a stylebook; it’s about ensuring the precision and professionalism that readers expect from
reputable journalistic outlets.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago Style
Numbers

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a comprehensive framework for presenting numbers in
written works, including journalistic pieces. The overarching goal is to achieve clarity, consistency,
and readability. Generally, CMOS advises spelling out numbers that can be expressed in one or two
words and using figures for numbers that require more than two words. However, this is a broad
guideline, and numerous exceptions and contextual considerations come into play. For journalists,
adhering to these principles is crucial for maintaining a professional and authoritative voice.

The principle of consistency within a single piece of writing is paramount. Once a rule is established
for a particular type of number, it should be applied uniformly throughout the article to avoid
confusing the reader. Furthermore, the specific requirements of journalistic style often supersede
some of the more general rules found in CMOS for academic or literary texts. This article focuses on
these journalistic applications.



Cardinal Numbers: When to Spell Out and When to Use
Digits

In journalistic writing, the general rule for cardinal numbers is to spell out numbers one through nine
and use figures for numbers 10 and above. This approach is designed to make numbers easily
scannable and digestible for a broad audience. For instance, an article might state there were "five
witnesses" but "12 suspects." This convention aids in quick comprehension, a vital element in news
reporting where readers often skim for key information.

However, this rule is not absolute and has several important exceptions. When reporting large, round
numbers, particularly those that are estimates or approximations, they are often spelled out for
stylistic effect or ease of reading. For example, "nearly a million people" is generally preferred over
"nearly 1,000,000 people." Conversely, when numbers appear in close proximity or are part of a
series that includes larger figures, consistency dictates using figures for all of them, even the smaller
ones. This prevents a jarring visual inconsistency within a sentence or paragraph.

Specific Scenarios for Cardinal Numbers

There are several specific scenarios where the standard rule of spelling out one through nine and
using figures for 10 and above might be adjusted. For instance, in reporting statistics or figures that
are crucial to the core data of a story, using figures consistently, regardless of the number’s
magnitude, might be deemed more appropriate for accuracy and emphasis. Journalists must weigh
the need for ease of reading against the demand for precise numerical representation.

When numbers are used at the beginning of a sentence, it is generally best to avoid starting a
sentence with a numeral. In such cases, the number should be spelled out, even if it is 10 or greater.
Alternatively, the sentence can be rephrased to place the number later. This stylistic preference
ensures a smoother sentence flow and avoids the abruptness that can sometimes accompany a
leading numeral.

Ordinal Numbers: Navigating Their Usage

Ordinal numbers, which denote position or order (e.g., first, second, tenth), follow a similar principle
to cardinal numbers in journalistic writing. Typically, ordinal numbers up to and including "ninth" are
spelled out. For example, one would refer to the "third attempt" or the "seventh inning." This keeps
smaller ordinal numbers consistent with the style for smaller cardinal numbers.

When ordinal numbers exceed "ninth," figures are generally used. Thus, references might include the
"11th congressional district" or the "21st century." This convention helps maintain clarity, especially
when dealing with sequences of events or rankings that extend beyond the initial few. As with
cardinal numbers, context is key, and consistency within the article is paramount.



Consistency with Percentages and Dates

It is important to ensure that the style used for ordinal numbers aligns with the style used for other
numerical elements within the same article. For example, if dates are consistently presented using
figures (e.g., July 4, 1776), then ordinal references to centuries or anniversaries might also lean
towards figures for consistency (e.g., the 18th century, the 250th anniversary). This holistic approach
to number style prevents stylistic clashes.

Percentages and Fractions: Clarity and Consistency

When reporting percentages in journalistic writing, the standard convention is to use figures followed
by the word "percent." For example, "The unemployment rate rose by 3.2 percent." This ensures that
the numerical value is immediately clear to the reader. When percentages are used in a general or
approximate sense, they are sometimes spelled out, such as "about ten percent." However, in most
factual reporting, figures are preferred.

Fractions also require careful handling. Simple fractions that can be expressed in one or two words,
such as "one-half" or "three-quarters," are typically spelled out. However, more complex fractions or
those that are part of a statistical report are usually presented using figures, often in decimal form for
ease of calculation and comparison. For instance, a complex fraction might be written as 0.667 or
presented as 2/3 if the context demands exactitude.

Mixed Numbers and Complex Fractions

Mixed numbers and more complex fractions often benefit from the use of figures to avoid ambiguity.
For instance, "1½ cups of flour" is clearer than "one and a half cups of flour" in many journalistic
contexts where precise measurements are important. When dealing with fractions that are integral to
data-driven reporting, consistency in format is crucial for accurate comparison and interpretation.

Dates and Times: Precision in Chronological Reporting

Dates and times are areas where precision is paramount in journalistic writing. Dates are typically
written using figures for the day and year, and either figures or spelled-out months. The most
common format is Month Day, Year, for example, "July 4, 1776." When the day comes first, it is
usually followed by a comma: "4 July 1776." However, the former is more common in American
English journalism.

When referring to centuries or decades, figures are generally used, such as "the 19th century" or "the
Roaring Twenties." References to specific dates within a month, like "the third of May," can be spelled
out, but for greater precision and consistency with other numerical data, "May 3" is often preferred.



Representing Time Accurately

Times are usually presented using figures and indicated by a.m. and p.m. For example, "10:30 a.m."
or "3:15 p.m." Consistency in using periods or not using them (e.g., am/pm vs. a.m./p.m.) is part of
the overall style guide for a publication. When precise timekeeping is essential, such as in reporting
events or deadlines, the format should be unambiguous. References to noon and midnight are
typically spelled out, "noon" and "midnight," rather than using numerical figures.

Measurements and Dimensions: Standardizing
Numerical Data

When reporting measurements and dimensions in journalism, figures are almost always used, along
with the appropriate units of measurement. This includes distances, weights, temperatures, and sizes.
For example, "The bridge is 5 miles long," "The package weighed 10 kilograms," or "The temperature
reached 90 degrees Fahrenheit." Clarity and immediate understanding are the primary goals here.

When referring to dimensions, consistency is key. If a room is described as "10 feet by 12 feet," then
all dimensions within that context should follow the same format. The use of symbols (e.g., ft. for feet,
in. for inches) is usually dictated by the publication's specific style guide. In many cases, these
abbreviations are spelled out for easier reading by a general audience.

Units of Measurement and Conversion

In international journalism or reporting that might reach a global audience, it is often advisable to
provide conversions between different systems of measurement (e.g., metric and imperial). This
ensures that all readers can grasp the scale and magnitude of the information being presented. For
instance, "The marathon is 26.2 miles (42.2 kilometers)." This practice enhances accessibility and
comprehension for a wider readership.

Handling Large Numbers and Rounding

Dealing with very large numbers, such as those in financial reports or demographic data, requires a
strategic approach to maintain readability. While the general rule of using figures for numbers 10 and
above applies, large round numbers are often presented in a rounded format for easier assimilation.
For example, "The city's population is over 2.7 million" is more reader-friendly than "The city's
population is 2,700,000."

When rounding, it is important to be transparent about the approximation. Using terms like
"approximately," "nearly," or "about" signals to the reader that the number is not exact. This avoids
misleading the audience while still conveying the general magnitude of the figure. The degree of
rounding should also be appropriate to the context; rounding to the nearest million might be suitable
for national statistics, while rounding to the nearest thousand might be more appropriate for local
data.



Consistency in Rounding Practices

If a publication decides to round large numbers, this practice should be applied consistently
throughout an article or series of articles. Inconsistent rounding can create confusion and undermine
the credibility of the data presented. Journalists must be aware of the source of their numbers and
understand how they were derived to accurately represent them.

Exceptions and Special Cases in Journalistic Numerals

Beyond the general rules, several specific exceptions and special cases require attention in
journalistic writing. For instance, when numbers are used in headlines or subheads, brevity and
impact often take precedence, and figures might be used more liberally than in the body text.
However, even in headlines, clarity is paramount.

Numbers in addresses, phone numbers, and serial numbers are always presented as figures, as these
are identifiers. Similarly, ages of individuals are consistently reported using figures, such as "a 5-year-
old child" or "the 45-year-old suspect." This is a convention rooted in established journalistic practice
for quick information retrieval.

Numbers in Legal and Financial Contexts

In reporting on legal and financial matters, precision is paramount, and numbers are often presented
with less rounding. However, even here, the goal is clarity for the reader. Large sums of money are
typically presented using figures, such as "$10 million," but specific financial figures in reports might
require more granular detail. For instance, "The company reported earnings of $1.52 per share."

The Importance of Context in Chicago Style Numbers

Ultimately, the effective use of Chicago style numbers in journalistic writing hinges on context. While
the manual provides guidelines, journalists must exercise judgment based on the specific content of
their story, the intended audience, and the publication's overall editorial style. The primary objective
is always to ensure that the numerical information is conveyed accurately, clearly, and in a way that
enhances the reader's understanding.

A deep understanding of the nuances of number style allows journalists to present factual information
without introducing ambiguity or stylistic distractions. This attention to detail contributes to the
overall professionalism and credibility of the news organization. By consistently applying these
principles, writers can ensure their reporting is both informative and accessible.

Final Considerations for Journalists

Adhering to Chicago style numbers in journalistic writing is an ongoing practice of attention to detail.



It requires a commitment to consistency, clarity, and accuracy in every numerical representation.
Familiarity with the principles outlined in The Chicago Manual of Style, coupled with an understanding
of journalistic conventions, empowers writers to present information effectively.

The goal is not simply to follow a set of rules, but to use those rules as tools to build trust with the
reader. When numbers are presented with precision and care, the entire report gains authority. This
dedication to numerical integrity is a cornerstone of responsible journalism.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between spelling out
numbers and using figures in journalistic writing according to
Chicago style?
A: In journalistic writing following Chicago style, the general rule is to spell out numbers one through
nine and use figures for numbers 10 and above. This convention aims to enhance readability and
immediate comprehension for the reader, particularly in fast-paced news consumption.

Q: Are there any exceptions to the rule of spelling out
numbers one through nine in Chicago style journalistic
writing?
A: Yes, there are exceptions. For instance, if numbers appear in close proximity or are part of a series
that includes larger figures, consistency might dictate using figures for all of them. Also, numbers
used in specific contexts like ages, addresses, or exact measurements often default to figures
regardless of their magnitude.

Q: How should large, round numbers be handled in Chicago
style journalistic writing?
A: Large, round numbers are often rounded and spelled out for easier assimilation by the reader. For
example, "nearly a million people" is generally preferred over "nearly 1,000,000 people." However,
it's important to signal that the number is an approximation using terms like "approximately" or
"about."

Q: What is the recommended format for presenting
percentages in Chicago style journalistic writing?
A: Percentages in journalistic writing are typically presented using figures followed by the word
"percent." For example, "The approval rating increased by 5.5 percent." This ensures clarity and
precision in reporting numerical data.



Q: How are dates and times typically formatted in Chicago
style journalistic writing?
A: Dates are usually formatted as Month Day, Year (e.g., July 4, 1776). Times are presented using
figures and a.m. or p.m. (e.g., 10:30 a.m.). Specific formats for abbreviations like a.m./p.m. or stylistic
choices for ordinal dates (e.g., "the third of May" vs. "May 3") are often dictated by the publication's
internal style guide.

Q: When reporting measurements and dimensions, what is the
Chicago style approach for journalistic writing?
A: Measurements and dimensions are consistently presented using figures along with the appropriate
units of measurement (e.g., "5 miles," "10 kilograms," "90 degrees Fahrenheit"). This practice ensures
accuracy and easy understanding of scale.

Q: Is there a specific rule for numbers at the beginning of a
sentence in Chicago style journalistic writing?
A: Yes, it is generally advised to avoid starting a sentence with a numeral. In such cases, the number
should be spelled out, even if it is 10 or greater, or the sentence should be rephrased to place the
number later in the sentence for smoother flow.

Q: How does context influence the application of Chicago style
numbers in journalism?
A: Context is crucial. While Chicago Manual of Style provides guidelines, journalists must use their
judgment based on the specific story, audience, and publication's overall style. The primary goal is
always to ensure numerical information is conveyed accurately, clearly, and in a way that enhances
reader understanding.
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