
chicago style numbers technical writing
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a comprehensive set of guidelines for various aspects
of writing, including the consistent and clear presentation of numbers. Understanding how to apply
Chicago style numbers in technical writing is crucial for ensuring accuracy, readability, and
professionalism. This article delves into the intricacies of Chicago style for numbers, covering general
rules, specific applications, and best practices for technical documentation. We will explore when to
use numerals versus words, how to handle large numbers, the nuances of ordinal numbers, and
common pitfalls to avoid when incorporating numerical data into technical content. Mastering these
principles will significantly enhance the clarity and credibility of your technical documents, making
complex information accessible to a wider audience.

Table of Contents

General Principles of Chicago Style Numbers
When to Use Numerals vs. Words
Handling Large Numbers and Rounding
Ordinal Numbers in Technical Writing
Fractions, Percentages, and Ratios
Numbers in Tables and Figures
Units of Measurement and Scientific Notation
Consistency and Context in Chicago Style Numbers

General Principles of Chicago Style Numbers

The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes clarity and consistency above all else when it comes to
presenting numbers. The fundamental principle is to make numerical information as easy for the
reader to understand and process as possible. This often means leaning towards numerals for greater
precision, especially in technical contexts where exact values are paramount. However, Chicago style
also recognizes that sometimes words offer better readability for smaller, less critical numbers.

A key aspect of Chicago style numbers is understanding the threshold at which to switch from spelling
out numbers to using figures. While general guidelines exist, the ultimate goal is to avoid
awkwardness or potential misinterpretation. Technical writing, by its nature, deals with precise data,
measurements, and quantities, making adherence to these guidelines particularly important for
maintaining accuracy and credibility. Deviating from established style can lead to confusion and
undermine the authoritativeness of the document.

When to Use Numerals vs. Words

Chicago style offers a clear distinction for when to employ numerals (figures) versus when to spell out
numbers. Generally, for numbers ten and above, Chicago style dictates the use of numerals. For
numbers below ten, spelling them out is preferred, unless they are part of a series where other
numbers require figures, or when specific contexts demand otherwise.



The Ten and Above Rule

The foundational rule in Chicago style numbers is to write out numbers zero through nine and use
numerals for numbers 10 and above. For example, you would write "five sensors" but "15 test runs."
This rule promotes readability by keeping smaller, less significant numbers unobtrusive and using
numerals for larger quantities where precision is more critical.

Exceptions to the Rule

There are several important exceptions to the general rule that deserve careful consideration in
technical writing. When dealing with a series of numbers, some of which are below ten and some
above, all numbers in that series should be rendered in the same form for consistency. For instance, if
you have a range like "from 7 to 12," you would write "from 7 to 12" rather than "seven to 12."
Similarly, if a sentence begins with a number, it should generally be spelled out, though in technical
writing, it is often preferable to rephrase the sentence to avoid starting with a numeral to maintain a
professional flow.

Another significant exception involves units of measurement, dates, times, percentages, and
monetary values. These categories almost always call for the use of numerals, regardless of their
value. For example, "5 kg," "July 4, 2023," "3:00 PM," "25%," and "$500" all correctly employ
numerals.

Handling Large Numbers and Rounding

Presenting large numbers in technical documents requires a strategic approach to ensure they are
digestible and accurate. Chicago style offers guidance on how to format these numbers effectively,
often favoring numerals for their conciseness and precision.

Formatting Large Numbers

For numbers of one thousand and above, Chicago style recommends using commas as thousands
separators (e.g., 1,250,000). This significantly improves readability, especially for lengthy numerical
strings. In instances where a number is very large and is being used for general estimation or
comparison, rounding can be employed. For example, "approximately 2 million devices" is clearer
than "2,147,893 devices" if the exact figure is not essential to the point being made.

Round Numbers and Approximations

When technical writing involves round numbers or approximations, it is best practice to indicate this
clearly. Phrases like "around," "approximately," or "about" should precede the rounded figure. For



example, "The project cost around $5 million," or "The system can process approximately 10,000
transactions per hour." This distinction is vital for maintaining technical accuracy while facilitating
reader comprehension.

Ordinal Numbers in Technical Writing

Ordinal numbers, which indicate position or order (e.g., first, second, third), also have specific
guidelines in Chicago style that are relevant to technical documentation.

Spelling Out vs. Using Numerals

Similar to cardinal numbers, Chicago style generally advises spelling out ordinal numbers below ten
(e.g., "the fifth iteration," "the ninth step"). However, for ordinal numbers ten and above, or when
used in formal contexts or with specific units, numerals are preferred (e.g., "the 10th anniversary,"
"version 21").

In technical writing, ordinal numbers often appear in sequences of steps, versioning, or rankings. It is
crucial to maintain consistency within these contexts. For instance, if you are describing a multi-stage
process, it is standard to use "first," "second," "third," and so on. If the process involves many steps,
or if you are referring to numbered lists, switching to numerals for higher orders is common practice.

Fractions, Percentages, and Ratios

These quantitative elements are ubiquitous in technical writing and have distinct formatting rules
within the Chicago style framework.

Fractions

Chicago style generally prefers writing out simple fractions (e.g., "one-half," "three-quarters") when
they appear in text and are not part of a measurement or formula. However, for more complex
fractions or when precision is required, numerals are used, often with a slash (e.g., 3/4) or as fractions
with a horizontal bar in typeset material. In technical documents, using numerals for fractions is
usually the clearer and more precise approach, especially for values less than one where ambiguity
can arise.

Percentages

Percentages are almost always rendered using numerals followed by the percent sign (%) or the word
"percent." Chicago style prefers the percent sign for conciseness and clarity in technical contexts. For



example, "The error rate decreased by 15%" or "A 50% probability."

Ratios

Ratios should be expressed clearly, often using the word "to" or a colon. For instance, "a ratio of three
to one" or "a 3:1 ratio." In technical writing, using numerals is common for ratios to emphasize
precision, such as "a 2:1 ratio of reactants."

Numbers in Tables and Figures

Tables and figures are designed to present data efficiently and clearly. Chicago style numbers
guidelines are particularly important here to ensure consistency and readability of complex datasets.

Consistency is Key

Within a table or figure, all numbers should follow a consistent format. If you are using numerals for
one column of data, all numbers in that column should be numerals. If a table presents both whole
numbers and decimal values, ensure that decimal places are aligned where appropriate for visual
clarity.

When presenting data in tables and figures, it is generally recommended to use numerals for all
entries, especially for measurements, statistics, and quantities. This aids in quick comprehension and
comparison of values. The use of commas for thousands separators remains critical for large numbers
within these visual aids.

Units of Measurement and Scientific Notation

Technical writing frequently involves precise units of measurement and scientific notation, both of
which have specific formatting considerations under Chicago style.

Units of Measurement

As previously mentioned, units of measurement are almost always expressed using numerals. This
includes metrics like length, weight, volume, temperature, and time. For example, "The sample was
heated to 200 °C," or "The volume of the solution was 500 mL." The combination of a numeral and its
associated unit is a standard in scientific and technical communication.



Scientific Notation

Scientific notation, which uses powers of ten to express very large or very small numbers (e.g., 6.022
x 10^23), is standard in scientific and technical fields. Chicago style follows this convention, requiring
numerals and the appropriate formatting for the base and exponent. For instance, "The constant is
approximately 1.38 x 10^-23 J/K." Care should be taken to ensure the notation is consistently applied
and easily understandable by the intended audience.

Consistency and Context in Chicago Style Numbers

Ultimately, the most important rule in applying Chicago style numbers to technical writing is
maintaining consistency throughout the document. While the general guidelines provide a framework,
the specific context of your writing and your audience's familiarity with numerical data should also
inform your decisions.

A seasoned technical writer will always prioritize clarity and accuracy. This means applying the
Chicago style rules judiciously, ensuring that the presentation of numbers aids comprehension rather
than hindering it. When in doubt, consider which format best serves the reader's understanding of the
technical information being conveyed. Regularly consulting the latest edition of The Chicago Manual
of Style is advisable for resolving specific queries and staying abreast of any updates to these
important guidelines.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary principle behind Chicago style
numbers in technical writing?
A: The primary principle of Chicago style numbers in technical writing is to ensure clarity, consistency,
and accuracy in presenting numerical data to the reader. The goal is to make complex information as
easy to understand and process as possible, thereby enhancing the credibility and professionalism of
the document.

Q: When should I use numerals versus spelling out numbers in
technical documents according to Chicago style?
A: Generally, Chicago style dictates spelling out numbers zero through nine and using numerals for
numbers 10 and above. However, in technical writing, specific categories like units of measurement,
dates, times, percentages, and monetary values almost always require numerals, regardless of their
value, for precision.



Q: How does Chicago style handle large numbers like
thousands or millions in technical contexts?
A: For numbers of one thousand and above, Chicago style recommends using commas as thousands
separators (e.g., 1,250,000) to improve readability. When exact precision is not critical, rounding
numbers and indicating this with terms like "approximately" or "around" is also a valid and often
preferred practice in technical writing.

Q: Are there special considerations for ordinal numbers in
Chicago style technical writing?
A: Yes, similar to cardinal numbers, Chicago style suggests spelling out ordinal numbers below ten
(e.g., "the fifth step"). For ordinal numbers 10 and above, or when used in formal contexts or with
specific units, numerals are preferred (e.g., "the 10th iteration"). Consistency is crucial when
presenting sequences of steps or version numbers.

Q: How should fractions, percentages, and ratios be
presented in technical documents using Chicago style?
A: Chicago style generally prefers writing out simple fractions. However, in technical writing, using
numerals for fractions (e.g., 3/4) is usually clearer. Percentages are almost always presented with
numerals and the percent sign (e.g., 25%). Ratios can be presented as "three to one" or numerically
(e.g., 3:1), with numerical representation often favored for precision in technical contexts.

Q: What is the best practice for presenting numbers in tables
and figures according to Chicago style?
A: In tables and figures, consistency is paramount. Chicago style recommends using numerals for all
numerical entries within these visual aids, especially for data, measurements, and statistics, to
facilitate quick comprehension and comparison. The use of commas for thousands separators remains
important.

Q: How does Chicago style address scientific notation in
technical writing?
A: Chicago style fully supports the use of scientific notation (e.g., 6.022 x 10^23) in technical writing
where it is standard. The style requires correct formatting for the base and exponent, ensuring that
very large or very small numbers are presented accurately and concisely.

Q: What is the overarching advice for applying Chicago style
numbers in technical writing?
A: The overarching advice is to prioritize clarity, consistency, and accuracy above all else. While the
Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed rules, technical writers should also consider the specific



context of their document and the needs of their audience to ensure the most effective presentation
of numerical information. Consulting the CMOS directly for specific queries is always recommended.
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