chicago style numbers percentages

chicago style numbers percentages represent a critical aspect of academic and
professional writing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and adherence to established editorial
standards. This comprehensive guide delves into the nuances of how the Chicago Manual
of Style (CMOS) handles numbers and percentages, covering everything from basic
numeral usage to complex statistical reporting. Understanding these guidelines is vital for
anyone aiming for precision and credibility in their written work, particularly in fields that
heavily rely on data presentation. We will explore when to spell out numbers, when to use
figures, the specific rules for percentages, and how to handle fractions and ordinals,
providing detailed examples for each scenario to facilitate a clear grasp of the principles.

Table of Contents

Understanding Chicago Style Number Formatting

When to Spell Out Numbers in Chicago Style

When to Use Figures in Chicago Style

Chicago Style Rules for Percentages

Handling Fractions and Ordinal Numbers in Chicago Style
Special Considerations for Numbers and Percentages

Understanding Chicago Style Number Formatting

The Chicago Manual of Style offers a robust framework for presenting numbers and
percentages, aiming for consistency and reader comprehension above all else. Its primary
directive is to maintain a balance between spelling out numbers and using numerals, with
specific exceptions and guidelines that evolve with usage and context. The goal is to
ensure that numerical data is not only accurate but also easily digestible by the intended
audience. This section will lay the groundwork for understanding the fundamental
principles that govern number usage in Chicago style.

Chicago style generally prefers spelling out numbers from "one" through "one hundred"
and using figures for numbers 100 and above. However, this is a simplified rule, and
numerous exceptions exist to ensure readability and avoid awkward constructions. For
instance, when numbers appear at the beginning of a sentence, they are almost always
spelled out, regardless of their magnitude, to prevent grammatical disruption. Conversely,
in technical and scientific contexts, figures are often used even for smaller numbers for
the sake of precision and international standardization. Familiarity with these overarching
principles is the first step to mastering Chicago style’s approach to numbers.

When to Spell Out Numbers in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style dictates that numbers from "one" through "nine" should
typically be spelled out in text. This applies to both cardinal and ordinal numbers within
this range unless they are part of a series of numbers that includes larger figures or a



specific technical context demands the use of numerals. For example, if you are discussing
"five apples" and "12 oranges," the "five" would be spelled out, while "12" would remain as
a figure. This consistency helps maintain a smooth reading experience.

Furthermore, any number that begins a sentence, clause, or title should be spelled out.
This rule is paramount for grammatical correctness and aesthetic flow. Consider the
sentence: "Twenty-five participants completed the survey." If the number were written as
a figure ("25"), it would disrupt the sentence's structure. However, if the sentence were
structured differently, such as "The survey was completed by twenty-five participants," it
would still be spelled out to maintain consistency, but if it were "The survey was
completed by 25 participants," the use of figures would be acceptable if the context also
involved larger numbers or a similar presentation elsewhere. This avoids the abruptness
that a numeral at the beginning of a sentence can create.

Numbers in Series

When dealing with a series of numbers, Chicago style emphasizes consistency. If the
series includes numbers both below and above 100, it is generally best practice to use
figures for all of them to maintain uniformity. For instance, instead of writing "We invited
ten guests, 50 family members, and 120 colleagues," the Chicago style would opt for "We
invited 10 guests, 50 family members, and 120 colleagues." This avoids the jarring effect
of mixing spelled-out numbers with figures in close proximity within the same list or
sentence.

Approximations and General Terms

Chicago style also advises spelling out numbers that are approximate or used in a general
sense, particularly for smaller quantities. For example, phrases like "about a hundred
people,"” "several thousand dollars," or "in the late twenties" are preferred over "about 100
people,"” "several $1,000," or "in the late 20s." This usage contributes to a less formal and
more narrative tone when precise figures are not essential.

When to Use Figures in Chicago Style

Figures are generally preferred for numbers 100 and above in Chicago style, as previously
mentioned. This guideline helps to clearly distinguish larger quantities and maintain
readability. For example, stating "The population of the city is 350,000" is more direct and
less cumbersome than spelling out "three hundred fifty thousand." This is especially true
for statistics, measurements, and large sums of money.

Beyond the basic 100-and-above rule, figures are also standard for units of measurement,
such as "10 kilograms," "25 miles," or "3.7 liters." In scientific, technical, and statistical
writing, figures are almost universally used for all numbers to ensure precision and



facilitate cross-cultural understanding, where conventions for spelling out numbers might
differ. This includes dates, times, page numbers, percentages, fractions when expressed as
decimals, and any numerical data presented in tables or figures.

Dates and Times

Chicago style consistently uses figures for dates and times. For dates, the format is
typically "Month Day, Year," such as "July 4, 1776." For times, it is "Hour:Minute," for
example, "3:30 p.m." or "10:00 a.m." This applies to both specific instances and general
references to periods. For instance, "the late 1980s" would be spelled out, but "the 1980s"
is acceptable, and specific dates like "June 15, 2024" require figures.

Ages and Dimensions

When discussing ages and dimensions, figures are the standard. For ages, you would write
"a 5-year-old child" or "she was 28 years old at the time." Similarly, dimensions are
presented using figures: "a room measuring 12 by 15 feet" or "a 6-foot-tall fence." This
clarity is crucial for conveying precise information, especially in descriptive or technical
contexts.

Money

All monetary amounts should be expressed in figures, often accompanied by the currency
symbol or abbreviation. For example, "$500," "£25.99," or "1,000 yen." When dealing with
large sums, using figures prevents potential confusion and maintains a professional
appearance. For instance, "The project budget is $2 million" is far clearer than spelling
out the amount.

Chicago Style Rules for Percentages

Chicago style treats percentages with specific guidelines to ensure clarity and accuracy.
The general rule is to use figures for all percentages, regardless of their value, and to
include the percent sign (%). For example, "The survey showed a 15% increase in sales" or
"Only 5% of respondents agreed." This approach prioritizes precision, especially when
dealing with statistical data where even small variations are significant.

When a percentage appears at the beginning of a sentence, it should still be presented as
a figure. For example, "10% of the participants failed to complete the task." This is an
exception to the general rule of spelling out numbers at the start of a sentence, primarily
because percentages often function as integral parts of statistical statements where
numerical representation is key to immediate understanding. However, if the sentence can



be rephrased to avoid starting with the percentage, that is often preferable for stylistic
reasons, but the figure should still be maintained if the context is statistical.

Fractions and Percentages

When combining fractions with percentages, clarity is paramount. If a fraction is used, it is
usually converted to a decimal and then expressed as a percentage. For instance, instead
of "one-quarter of 10%," Chicago style prefers "2.5%." If a fraction is essential to the
meaning and cannot be easily converted, it might be presented as a fraction followed by
"percent," such as "one-half of 1 percent,"” but this is less common and should be used
judiciously.

Ranges of Percentages

When indicating a range of percentages, Chicago style uses the word "to" or a hyphen. For
example, "The results ranged from 10% to 20%" or "a 10-20% increase." The use of the en
dash (-) is often preferred for ranges in formal settings. Consistency in how ranges are
presented is key to avoiding ambiguity.

Context Matters

While figures are generally used for percentages, the context can sometimes influence the
presentation. In highly narrative or informal writing, a percentage might be spelled out if
it is a round number and its exact precision is not critical. For example, "about ten
percent" might appear in a descriptive passage. However, in any context involving data,
statistics, or technical information, figures for percentages are the standard and expected
format.

Handling Fractions and Ordinal Numbers in
Chicago Style

Fractions in Chicago style are typically spelled out when they are less than one and appear
in ordinary text. For example, "one-half," "two-thirds," or "three-quarters." When they are
one or more, they are usually expressed as a mixed number with the whole number as a
figure and the fraction spelled out, such as "1 %" is written as "one and a half." However,
if precision is required or in scientific contexts, fractions are often expressed as decimals,
such as 0.5, 0.67, or 0.75. Using figures for fractions becomes standard when they are
part of a series with other figures, or in technical writing where exactitude is paramount.

Ordinal numbers follow a similar pattern. Ordinals from "first" through "ninth" are



generally spelled out ("first," "second," "ninth"). Numbers from "10th" onward are usually
expressed using figures ("10th," "11th," "100th"). However, similar to cardinal numbers,
ordinals at the beginning of a sentence are always spelled out, regardless of their
magnitude ("The twenty-first annual conference was a success"). In technical and
statistical contexts, figures are often used for all ordinal numbers to maintain consistency
with other numerical data.

Fractions in Technical and Scientific Writing

In scientific, statistical, and technical documents, fractions are almost always expressed as
decimals and presented as figures. This ensures a high degree of precision and facilitates
comparison with other numerical data. For instance, instead of "one-quarter," a writer
would use "0.25." Similarly, "three-eighths" would become "0.375." This convention is
crucial for maintaining the integrity and clarity of complex numerical information.

Ordinal Numbers in Context

The use of ordinal numbers in Chicago style is also influenced by context. While "first"
through "ninth" are spelled out, this rule can be relaxed if they are part of a sequence that
includes larger, figure-based ordinals or if stylistic consistency with other elements in the
text demands it. For example, in a historical timeline, "the 1st century" might be used if
subsequent centuries are also presented numerically. However, the general preference is
for spelled-out ordinals for smaller numbers in narrative prose.

Special Considerations for Numbers and
Percentages

Chicago style also addresses specific situations involving numbers and percentages that
require careful attention. For instance, when dealing with large numbers, Chicago
suggests using a comma as a thousands separator (e.g., 1,000,000). However, in specific
scientific or technical contexts, where international conventions might prevail or clarity is
enhanced, commas might be omitted, or other formatting might be employed. It's essential
to be aware of the target audience and the conventions of the specific field.

When forming plurals of numbers, Chicago style typically spells out the number and adds
an 's' without an apostrophe (e.g., "the 1990s," "the two’s complement"). However, when
referring to plural figures, an apostrophe is sometimes used to avoid confusion, especially
with single letters or numbers that could be misinterpreted (e.g., "mind your p's and g's,"
"score three 7s"). The guiding principle remains clarity and avoiding ambiguity in the
presentation of numerical data.



Rounding and Precision

The level of precision required for numbers and percentages often dictates whether
rounding is appropriate. In academic and scientific writing, it is crucial to report numbers
and percentages to the degree of accuracy supported by the data. Rounding should be
done consistently, and if the original data is not precise, the rounded figure should reflect
that uncertainty. For instance, if data is only accurate to the nearest ten, reporting a
percentage to two decimal places would be misleading.

Consistency Across Disciplines

It is important to recognize that different academic disciplines and industries may have
their own specific style guides or conventions for handling numbers and percentages that
can sometimes differ from or supplement the Chicago Manual of Style. For example,
certain scientific journals may have strict rules about the number of significant figures to
be reported. Writers should always consult any specific guidelines provided for their
publication or field to ensure full compliance.

In conclusion, mastering the rules for chicago style numbers percentages is an ongoing
process that requires attention to detail and an understanding of the underlying principles
of clarity and consistency. By adhering to these guidelines, writers can ensure that their
numerical data is presented effectively, enhancing the credibility and professionalism of
their work. The flexibility within the Chicago style allows for adaptation to various
contexts, from formal academic papers to more narrative prose, always prioritizing the
reader’s ability to comprehend the presented figures.

FAQ

Q: When should I spell out numbers in Chicago style,
and when should I use figures?

A: Generally, Chicago style suggests spelling out numbers one through nine and using
figures for numbers 100 and above. However, numbers beginning a sentence, ordinal
numbers up to ninth, and numbers in a series that includes larger figures are often
exceptions. Figures are preferred for units of measurement, dates, times, ages,
dimensions, money, and percentages.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's approach to
presenting percentages?

A: Chicago style prefers using figures for all percentages, regardless of their value, and
including the percent sign (%). For example, "15%." Even if a percentage starts a
sentence, it should be presented as a figure (e.g., "10% of the participants...").



Q: How does Chicago style handle fractions?

A: For fractions less than one in ordinary text, Chicago style generally spells them out
(e.g., "one-half," "two-thirds"). When they are one or more, they are often presented as
mixed numbers with the whole number as a figure and the fraction spelled out (e.g., "one
and a half"). In technical or scientific writing, fractions are typically converted to decimals
and presented as figures for precision.

Q: Are there any exceptions to the rule of spelling out
numbers at the beginning of a sentence?

A: Yes, while the general rule is to spell out numbers that begin a sentence, percentages
are an exception; they are typically presented as figures (e.g., "10%"). Additionally, in
cases where spelling out a very large number at the start of a sentence would be
cumbersome, some flexibility might be applied, but figures are generally avoided unless
part of a specific format like a date.

Q: How should I format large numbers in Chicago style?

A: Large numbers in Chicago style are generally formatted using a comma as a thousands
separator for clarity, such as "1,234,567." This convention aids readability. However, in
specific technical or scientific contexts, or when dealing with international audiences,
alternative formatting might be necessary, but the comma is the standard for general
prose.

Q: What is the Chicago style for ordinal numbers?

A: Ordinal numbers from "first" through "ninth" are typically spelled out (e.g., "first,"
"second"). Ordinal numbers from "10th" onward are usually presented using figures (e.g.,
"10th," "21st"). However, like cardinal numbers, ordinal numbers at the beginning of a
sentence are always spelled out (e.g., "The twenty-first century...").

Q: How are ranges of percentages formatted in Chicago
style?

A: Ranges of percentages in Chicago style can be expressed using the word "to" (e.g.,
"from 10% to 20%") or an en dash (e.g., "a 10-20% increase"). The en dash is often
preferred in formal writing for indicating ranges. Consistency in presentation is key.

Q: Should I use the percent sign (%) or the word
“percent” in Chicago style?

A: Chicago style generally prefers the percent sign (%) when using figures for percentages
(e.g., "15%"). The word "percent" is sometimes used when the percentage is spelled out
(e.g., "about ten percent"), but figures with the sign are more common, especially in



formal or data-driven writing.

Q: What if my discipline has different number
formatting rules than Chicago style?

A: It is crucial to be aware of and adhere to any specific style guidelines provided by your
institution, publisher, or the conventions of your particular academic discipline. While
Chicago style is a widely recognized standard, specialized fields may have supplementary
or differing rules for numbers and percentages.

Q: How does Chicago style handle numbers in tables and
figures?

A: In tables and figures, Chicago style generally favors the use of figures for all numbers
to ensure consistency and ease of comparison. The goal is to present numerical data
clearly and efficiently within these visual formats, and figures are typically the most
straightforward way to achieve this.
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