
chicago style numbers
chicago style numbers represent a crucial element of clear and consistent academic and
professional writing. Adhering to these guidelines ensures that numerical data is presented in a
universally understood format, preventing ambiguity and enhancing the credibility of your work. This
comprehensive guide will delve into the nuances of Chicago style for numbers, covering everything
from basic conventions to more complex scenarios involving citations, dates, and measurements. We
will explore when to spell out numbers and when to use figures, the intricacies of ordinal numbers,
and how Chicago style handles specific numerical expressions. Mastering these rules is essential for
anyone aiming for precision and professionalism in their written communication.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago Style
Numbers

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for presenting numbers, prioritizing
clarity, consistency, and readability. The overarching goal is to make numerical information as
accessible as possible to the reader. This involves a set of guidelines that, while sometimes appearing
complex, are designed to address a wide range of situations encountered in scholarly and
professional writing. Understanding the fundamental principles will make applying the specific rules
much more intuitive.

At its heart, the Chicago style for numbers emphasizes a balance between spelling out smaller
numbers and using figures for larger ones. This approach aims to avoid the visual clutter that can
arise from too many figures and the awkwardness of spelling out very large quantities. However,
consistency within a given document is paramount, and there are exceptions to this general rule that
must be understood.



Spelling Out vs. Using Figures: The Fundamental Rule

The primary rule governing Chicago style numbers is straightforward: spell out numbers one through
nine and use figures for numbers 10 and above. This principle serves as the foundation for most
numerical representations. For instance, you would write "five apples" but "15 oranges." This simple
guideline creates an immediate sense of order and predictability for the reader when encountering
numerical data.

There are, however, several important exceptions to this basic rule that need careful consideration.
These exceptions are designed to maintain clarity and avoid awkward constructions. For example, if a
sentence contains both a number that would be spelled out and one that would be written as a figure,
the rule of consistency often dictates using figures for both to avoid imbalance. Similarly, numbers at
the beginning of a sentence are generally spelled out to improve flow, regardless of their value,
though it is often advisable to rephrase such sentences to avoid this awkwardness.

Consistency in Sentences

When a sentence includes two numbers, one of which would normally be spelled out and the other
written as a figure, it is generally best practice to write both in figures. This ensures a consistent
appearance within the sentence and avoids creating a jarring contrast. For example, instead of writing
"She bought five apples and 12 bananas," Chicago style suggests "She bought 5 apples and 12
bananas." This maintains visual harmony.

Numbers at the Beginning of Sentences

Numbers that begin a sentence are almost always spelled out, irrespective of their magnitude. This
convention helps to avoid the abruptness that can occur when a numeral starts a sentence. For
instance, "One hundred people attended the event" is preferred over "100 people attended the
event." If a number is too unwieldy to spell out, it is often better to rephrase the sentence to place the
number later or to begin with a different element.

Large and Round Numbers

Large, round numbers, even those below 10, can sometimes be written as figures for clarity and
conciseness. For example, "a $5 million budget" might be written with the figure for financial impact.
However, the core rule of spelling out one through nine still generally applies unless context dictates
otherwise. When in doubt, consulting specific examples within CMOS is always recommended.

Handling Specific Number Categories



Beyond the fundamental spelling-out rule, Chicago style offers specific guidance for various
categories of numbers, including dates, times, measurements, and monetary values. These
specialized rules ensure precision and prevent misinterpretation in contexts where specific numerical
data is critical.

Dates and Times

Dates are written in Chicago style with the month preceding the day, followed by the year. For
example, "July 4, 1776." When referring to decades or centuries, Chicago style generally favors
spelling them out. For instance, "the nineteenth century" or "the 1960s." However, figures are used
for specific years and for formal dates.

Times are typically written using figures with a.m. or p.m. For instance, "9:30 a.m." or "3:00 p.m."
While Chicago style generally prefers spelling out numbers one through nine, times are an exception
where figures are standard. Precise times are important in many contexts, and figures make them
unambiguous.

Measurements and Quantities

Measurements and quantities are almost always expressed using figures, especially when
accompanied by units. This is crucial for accuracy in scientific, technical, and everyday contexts. For
example, "5 kilograms," "2.5 meters," or "30 degrees Celsius." The use of figures here is a practical
necessity for conveying precise information.

When dealing with percentages, Chicago style typically uses figures followed by the word "percent" or
the symbol "%." For instance, "15 percent" or "25%." Consistency in using either the word or the
symbol within a document is important. For very small percentages, spelling them out might
sometimes be considered, but figures are the norm.

Monetary Values

Monetary values are consistently written using figures, often with the currency symbol or name. For
example, "$50," "£25.99," or "100 euros." When dealing with large sums, figures enhance clarity and
impact. For instance, "The project received a $1 million grant." This convention is standard across
most writing styles due to the precision required for financial figures.

Ordinal Numbers in Chicago Style

Ordinal numbers, which denote order or rank, follow similar principles to cardinal numbers but with
some specific considerations. They indicate position in a sequence, such as first, second, third, and so
on. Chicago style guidelines ensure these are presented clearly and consistently.



Generally, ordinal numbers one through nine are spelled out, and those 10 and above are written as
figures. For example, "the fifth chapter" and "the 21st-century advancements." This mirrors the
cardinal number rule, maintaining a consistent approach to numerical representation.

Ordinal Numbers in Dates

When ordinal numbers are used in dates, they are typically written out if they are relatively small and
do not form part of a full date. For example, "the first day of the month." However, when a date is
fully specified, the ordinal element is often omitted or presented differently. For instance, "July 4,
1776," not "July fourth, 1776." Specific styles for dates can vary, but CMOS generally prefers the
numeral for the day: "July 4."

Ranking and Sequences

In lists or rankings, ordinal numbers are used to indicate position. For instance, "She finished in third
place." If the ordinal number is large, figures are used: "The 150th anniversary." This ensures that the
reader can easily identify the order being conveyed without visual distraction.

When ordinal numbers modify nouns that begin a sentence, they are spelled out, similar to cardinal
numbers. For example, "The first person to arrive won the prize." If the ordinal is large, rephrasing is
recommended.

Chicago Style Numbers in Citations and References

The use of numbers within citations and bibliographical entries requires strict adherence to Chicago
style to ensure accuracy and verifiability. This is particularly important in academic contexts where
sources must be easily traceable.

Page Numbers

Page numbers are always presented as figures in Chicago style. When referring to a range of pages,
the full numbers are typically given, especially for shorter ranges. For example, pages 25–30. For
longer ranges, conventions may vary, but generally, the last two digits are sufficient when the first
digits are the same: pp. 115–19. Consistency in indicating page ranges is key.

Volume and Issue Numbers

Volume and issue numbers for journals and other periodicals are always written using figures. For
instance, "volume 42, issue 3" is written as "vol. 42, no. 3." This format is standard and immediately



recognizable to those familiar with academic citation practices.

Years and Editions

Years in bibliographical entries are presented as figures. For example, the publication year of a book.
When referring to editions, the edition number is also given as a figure, preceded by "ed." For
instance, "2nd ed." or "revised edition."

Numbers in Tables and Figures

When presenting numerical data in tables and figures, Chicago style prioritizes clarity and immediate
comprehension. The goal is to make the data as accessible as possible to the reader.

Consistency in Presentation

Within tables and figures, numbers are generally presented using figures, regardless of their
magnitude. This ensures consistency and allows for easy comparison of data points. The formatting of
numbers, such as the use of commas in large numbers or decimal places, should also be consistent
throughout the table or figure.

Headings and Labels

Headings and labels within tables and figures should be clear and concise. Numerical data presented
in these elements should follow the general rules of Chicago style numbers, with figures being the
preferred format for clarity. For instance, a column heading might be "Sales (in millions)" or simply
"Units Sold."

Units of Measurement

When units of measurement are included in tables or figures, they are typically abbreviated and
presented alongside the numerical data. For example, "kg" for kilograms or "cm" for centimeters. The
numbers themselves will be figures, such as "15 kg" or "10.5 cm."

Special Cases and Exceptions

While Chicago style offers clear guidelines, certain special cases and exceptions require careful
attention to maintain accuracy and adherence to the style.



Hyphenated Numbers

Hyphenated numbers, particularly those that represent a compound adjective, are handled with care.
For example, "a twenty-five-page report" (spelled out) or "a 25-page report" (using figures). When
using figures, the hyphen connects the number to the noun it modifies.

Approximations

When numbers are approximate, Chicago style often uses "about" or "approximately" before the
number. For instance, "about 50 people attended" or "approximately 1,000." This signals to the
reader that the number is not exact.

Numbers that are common fractions are usually spelled out, such as "one-half" or "three-quarters."
However, decimal fractions are written as figures, such as "0.5" or "0.75." Mixed numbers can be
presented either way depending on context, but figures are often preferred for clarity.

Fractions in Text

When simple fractions are used in text, they are generally spelled out, such as "one-third." For more
complex fractions or when precision is paramount, figures may be used. However, it is often advisable
to rephrase sentences to avoid awkward constructions of fractions.

Large Round Numbers and Estimation

For very large, round numbers, such as "millions" or "billions," Chicago style often uses a combination
of words and figures for clarity and impact. For example, "five million people" or "$2 billion." This
avoids overly long strings of zeros and is easily understood.

Consistency is Key

The most important overarching principle in handling special cases and exceptions is to maintain
consistency within your document. If you choose a particular way to handle a specific type of number,
apply that same method throughout your work. When in doubt, refer to the latest edition of The
Chicago Manual of Style for definitive guidance.

Frequently Asked Questions about Chicago Style



Numbers

Q: When should I spell out numbers in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, you should spell out numbers one through nine. This rule applies unless an
exception is triggered, such as when the numbers are part of a series that includes numbers 10 or
above, or when a number begins a sentence (in which case it should generally be spelled out, or the
sentence rephrased).

Q: Are there exceptions to the "spell out one through nine"
rule?
A: Yes, there are several common exceptions. If a sentence contains both numbers below 10 and
numbers 10 or above, it is often best to use figures for both to maintain consistency. Numbers used in
statistical data, measurements, dates, times, percentages, and monetary values are also generally
presented as figures.

Q: How do I handle numbers at the beginning of a sentence?
A: Numbers at the beginning of a sentence are almost always spelled out, regardless of their value.
For example, "Two hundred guests attended the gala." If a number is too large to spell out easily, it is
often better to rephrase the sentence so that the number does not begin it.

Q: What is the Chicago style for writing dates?
A: Chicago style for dates typically follows the format Month Day, Year, for example, July 4, 1776. For
centuries and decades, it is common to spell them out, such as "the nineteenth century" or "the
1980s."

Q: How should I format page numbers in Chicago style?
A: Page numbers are always presented as figures in Chicago style. When referring to a range of
pages, you should write out both numbers for shorter ranges (e.g., pages 25–30). For longer ranges
where the first digits are the same, you can omit the repeated digits in the second number (e.g., pp.
115–19).

Q: What are the rules for using percentages in Chicago style?
A: Percentages are generally written using figures followed by the word "percent" or the symbol "%".
For example, "15 percent" or "25%." Consistency in using either the word or the symbol within your
document is recommended.



Q: How are ordinal numbers handled in Chicago style?
A: Ordinal numbers one through nine are typically spelled out (e.g., "fifth"). Ordinal numbers 10 and
above are usually written as figures (e.g., "21st"). This mirrors the convention for cardinal numbers.

Q: Should I use commas in large numbers in Chicago style?
A: Yes, commas are generally used in Chicago style for large numbers to improve readability. For
example, 1,000,000. This applies to both integers and numbers used in tables and figures.
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