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Understanding Chicago Style Numbers in Screenplays

chicago style numbers screenplays might sound like a niche topic, but for anyone involved in film,

television, or theater production, understanding this specific formatting convention is crucial. This

article delves deep into the intricacies of how numbers are presented in screenplays according to the

Chicago Manual of Style, a widely respected authority on writing and citation. We will explore the

general rules, specific exceptions, and the practical implications of these guidelines for screenwriters

and production teams alike. Mastering this style ensures clarity, professionalism, and adherence to

industry standards, making your script easier to read and interpret. From dialogue to action lines and

scene headings, the correct application of Chicago style numbers contributes significantly to the overall

polish of a screenplay.
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The Importance of Number Formatting in Screenplays



Proper formatting is the bedrock of professional screenwriting. It not only demonstrates a writer's

attention to detail but also directly impacts the readability and interpretability of the script by actors,

directors, producers, and the entire production crew. When it comes to numerical representation, the

Chicago Manual of Style offers a comprehensive set of guidelines that, when applied to screenplays,

foster clarity and avoid potential ambiguities. Deviations from established styles can lead to confusion,

miscommunication, and ultimately, production errors. Understanding these conventions is therefore not

merely an academic exercise but a practical necessity for anyone serious about the craft of

screenwriting.

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely adopted style guide in the publishing world, and its

principles extend to various forms of writing, including screenplays. While screenplays have their own

unique formatting conventions (like Courier 12pt font, specific margins, and scene heading structures),

certain aspects of number style are still best guided by broader editorial standards. Adhering to a

recognized style guide like Chicago ensures that your screenplay communicates information precisely,

particularly when dealing with quantities, times, or specific figures that are vital to the narrative and its

execution.

General Rules for Chicago Style Numbers in Screenplays

The fundamental principle governing number usage in most style guides, including Chicago, is clarity

and consistency. The goal is to present numbers in a way that is easily understood by the reader

without drawing undue attention to the numbers themselves. This means making informed decisions

about when to use numerals (digits) and when to spell out numbers in words.

For screenplays, this translates into a practical approach that prioritizes immediate comprehension.

The audience for a screenplay is diverse, ranging from creative professionals to business executives,

and the formatting should cater to all. While the Chicago Manual of Style itself offers extensive detail,

its core tenets can be adapted effectively for the specific demands of scriptwriting.

Numbers as Digits vs. Words



The general rule of thumb in the Chicago Manual of Style is to spell out numbers from one through

nine and use figures for numbers 10 and above. This rule is intended to create a visual consistency on

the page, preventing a choppy appearance with too many spelled-out numbers at the lower end of the

scale.

However, in the context of screenplays, there are often practical considerations that can influence this

rule. The need for rapid scanning and interpretation by busy professionals can sometimes lead to the

preference for digits in certain contexts, even if they fall below 10. It is important to understand the

spirit of the rule, which is to avoid distraction, and apply it judiciously.

When numbers are used in direct comparison or are part of a series where some numbers are 10 or

above, it is generally advisable to use figures for all to maintain consistency. For instance, if you have

a sentence mentioning "three cars and 15 trucks," you would typically write "3 cars and 15 trucks" to

keep the numerical representation uniform.

Specific Guidelines for Common Scenarios

Screenplays are filled with various types of numerical information, from the number of characters

present to the specific time an event occurs. Applying Chicago style numbers correctly to these

elements is essential for accurate storytelling and production planning.

Consider the context in which numbers appear. Is it a specific quantity that needs to be precise, or is it

a more general estimation? The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance that can be adapted to

these screenplay-specific situations.

Numbers in Dialogue

When characters speak, their dialogue should reflect natural speech patterns. This means numbers

might appear in digits or words depending on how a person would typically say them. However, if the

dialogue is quoting a specific document, a statistic, or a measurement where precision is paramount,



digits are generally preferred.

For example, a character might say, "I need about five dollars," or they might say, "The bill was

$1,500." The former uses a spelled-out number for an approximation, while the latter uses digits for a

precise amount. This mirrors how people speak and read, making the dialogue feel more authentic.

It's also worth noting that if a dialogue line is very short and contains a number below 10, it might be

spelled out for stylistic flow, even if a writer might otherwise opt for digits for pure clarity in prose. The

actor and director will interpret the intent, but the script should provide a clear starting point.

Numbers in Action Lines and Descriptions

Action lines and descriptive passages in screenplays are where the more formal application of Chicago

style numbers typically comes into play. Here, the emphasis is on clear, unambiguous communication

of visual and contextual information.

The general rule of spelling out numbers one through nine and using digits for 10 and above is a good

starting point. For instance, "There are three doors to the room" would be written as is, while "The

building has 12 floors" would use the digit.

However, certain categories of numbers are almost always rendered in digits, regardless of their value.

These include:

Ages (e.g., a 6-year-old child, a 75-year-old man)

Dates (e.g., January 1, 2023)

Times (e.g., 3:00 PM, 7:15 AM)



Addresses (e.g., 123 Main Street)

Percentages (e.g., 50% increase)

Measurements and dimensions (e.g., a 10-foot pole, 5-gallon bucket)

This consistent use of digits for these specific types of information ensures that the reader can quickly

process critical details without having to mentally convert them. The precision is paramount when

dealing with elements that could affect the physical production of a scene.

Numbers in Scene Headings

Scene headings, or "sluglines," are concise indicators of location and time. They typically follow a strict

format, and numerical elements within them usually adhere to standard conventions for clarity and

brevity. For example, a scene heading might indicate a time of day, and this would generally use

digits.

While not as frequently containing numbers as action lines or dialogue, scene headings can

sometimes include specific details that necessitate numerical representation. The principle of using

digits for times and specific quantities still applies here to maintain conciseness and immediate

understanding.

Exceptions and Edge Cases

While style guides strive for comprehensive rules, the nuances of writing and the specific demands of

different genres and formats often lead to exceptions. In screenwriting, understanding these edge

cases is as important as knowing the general rules for Chicago style numbers.



For instance, when numbers are used as adjectives that precede a noun, the rule might be applied

differently than when they function as part of a compound modifier. The key is always to ensure that

the meaning remains unambiguous and the reading experience is smooth.

Consider ordinals: "first," "second," "third," etc. Chicago style generally suggests spelling out first

through ninth and using figures for 10th and above. However, in a screenplay, if you are referring to

specific floors, like the "10th floor," you would use the figure for clarity and consistency with how such

information is typically presented in architectural or logistical contexts.

Consistency is Key: Maintaining Style Throughout

Perhaps the most critical aspect of applying any style guide, including Chicago style numbers, is

maintaining absolute consistency throughout the entire screenplay. Inconsistent formatting can be

jarring for the reader and suggests a lack of meticulousness on the part of the writer.

Once a decision is made about how to represent a particular type of number (e.g., spelling out single-

digit quantities in action lines or always using digits for ages), that decision should be applied

uniformly. This ensures that the reader's expectation is met every time they encounter a similar

numerical element.

A careful read-through specifically for number consistency is a valuable step in the editing process.

Tools within screenwriting software can sometimes help flag inconsistencies, but human review

remains essential for catching subtle variations and ensuring the overall integrity of the style.

The Role of Screenwriting Software in Chicago Style

Modern screenwriting software, such as Final Draft, Celtx, and Scrivener, is designed to automate

much of the standard screenplay formatting. While these programs typically default to industry-



standard formatting, they may not always strictly adhere to the nuances of the Chicago Manual of

Style for numerical representation without some user intervention or configuration.

Writers often need to be aware of the software's default settings and then make adjustments to align

with Chicago style principles, especially for numbers that fall outside the most common formatting

conventions. The software can handle basic formatting like scene headings and character names, but

the specific rules for digits versus words in action lines or dialogue might require manual application or

custom settings.

Leveraging the software's capabilities to check for consistency, even if it doesn't enforce Chicago style

directly, can still be beneficial. Spell checkers and grammar checkers can sometimes catch numerical

errors, and dedicated formatting tools can ensure that elements like margins and spacing are correct,

allowing the writer to focus on the more subjective aspects of style, including number usage.

It is crucial to remember that software is a tool, and the ultimate responsibility for adhering to Chicago

style numbers in screenplays rests with the writer. Understanding the rules and applying them

consciously, even with software assistance, is paramount for producing a polished and professional

script.

Why Precision Matters: Avoiding Misinterpretation

In the high-stakes world of film and television production, precision is not just a matter of good writing;

it is a matter of efficient and cost-effective execution. Numbers in a screenplay are often critical pieces

of information that guide decisions about set design, props, casting, scheduling, and budgeting.

A number that is incorrectly written or misinterpreted can lead to significant problems. For example, if a

screenplay states a character needs "10 copies" of a document, but it's written as "ten copies" and this

number is misread during a hurried glance, the production might only prepare one or a few, causing

delays or reshoots. Conversely, if a specific measurement for a prop is written as a digit when it



should be a word for stylistic flow, it might still be understood, but it disrupts the intended reading

experience.

The Chicago style, with its emphasis on clarity and logical rules, helps to minimize these risks. By

providing a framework for consistent and unambiguous numerical representation, it ensures that the

information conveyed in the screenplay is received accurately by everyone involved in bringing the

story to life. This attention to detail, from the smallest numerical representation to the grandest plot

point, is what distinguishes a professional screenplay from an amateur one.

Ultimately, adhering to Chicago style numbers in screenplays is about respecting the collaborative

nature of filmmaking and ensuring that every member of the production team has the clearest possible

understanding of the writer's vision. This shared understanding, built on precise and consistent

communication, is the foundation of a successful production.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary rule for using digits versus spelled-out numbers

in Chicago style screenplays?

A: The general rule, adapted from the Chicago Manual of Style, is to spell out numbers one through

nine and use digits for numbers 10 and above. However, certain categories like ages, dates, times,

addresses, percentages, and measurements are almost always written in digits for clarity and

consistency.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style have specific rules for numbers in

dialogue in screenplays?

A: While the Chicago Manual of Style itself is broad, for dialogue in screenplays, the numbers should



reflect natural speech patterns. This means numbers might be spelled out if they are approximate or

used in casual conversation, and digits are preferred for precise figures, statistics, or when quoting

specific documents within the dialogue.

Q: Should I use digits or spell out numbers like "three" when

describing a quantity of objects in an action line?

A: According to general Chicago style adaptations for screenplays, if the number is less than 10 (like

"three"), you would typically spell it out in action lines. For example, "He saw three cars." If the number

is 10 or greater, you would use digits, such as "He saw 12 cars."

Q: Are there any exceptions to the "one through nine spelled out, 10

and above in digits" rule in screenplays following Chicago style?

A: Yes, there are significant exceptions. Numbers that represent specific ages, dates, times,

addresses, percentages, and measurements are almost always written as digits regardless of their

value to ensure immediate comprehension and accuracy.

Q: How can I ensure consistency in number formatting throughout my

screenplay?

A: The best way to ensure consistency is to establish your chosen style upfront based on Chicago

style principles and then meticulously apply it throughout the entire script. A thorough proofread

specifically for numerical formatting is essential, and using features in screenwriting software to check

for consistency can also be helpful.



Q: When referring to ordinal numbers like "first," "second," "third" in a

screenplay, what is the Chicago style approach?

A: Generally, Chicago style dictates spelling out ordinal numbers through "ninth" (first, second, third,

etc.) and using digits for 10th and above (10th, 11th, 12th). However, context is key; for specific floors

or rankings where digits are standard (e.g., "10th floor"), digits are typically preferred for clarity.

Q: Is it acceptable to use numbers in scene headings according to

Chicago style guidelines?

A: While scene headings are brief, if they contain numerical information, such as a time of day (e.g.,

INT. COFFEE SHOP - DAY 1), it's standard practice to use digits for clarity and conciseness, aligning

with general Chicago style’s preference for digits in specific contexts like time.

Q: How do screenwriting software programs handle Chicago style

number formatting?

A: Most screenwriting software automates standard screenplay formatting but may not strictly enforce

Chicago Manual of Style nuances for numbers without user configuration. Writers often need to

manually apply or adjust settings to ensure adherence to Chicago's specific rules for digits versus

words, especially for less common numerical situations.
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