
chicago manual of style numbers
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The Chicago Manual of Style is a cornerstone of academic and professional writing,
guiding authors through the intricacies of presenting information clearly and consistently.
One area that often requires careful attention is the proper handling of numbers, both
within the text and in citations. Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style numbers citation
rules ensures that your work adheres to established scholarly conventions, enhancing its
credibility and readability. This comprehensive guide will delve into the nuances of using
numbers according to Chicago style, covering everything from general guidelines to
specific citation practices. We will explore when to spell out numbers, when to use
numerals, and how to approach different types of numerical data, including dates,
measurements, and statistical information. Furthermore, we will examine how these
principles extend to creating accurate and effective Chicago Manual of Style citations for
numerical data found in various sources. Understanding these detailed rules is crucial for
any writer aiming for precision and adherence to academic standards.
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Introduction to Chicago Style Number
Conventions

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a detailed framework for presenting
numbers in written work, aiming for clarity and consistency above all else. Adhering to
these guidelines is essential for academic integrity and professional presentation. Whether
you are writing a dissertation, a research paper, a book manuscript, or a journalistic
article, understanding how CMOS treats numbers can significantly impact the
effectiveness of your communication. This section will lay the groundwork for
comprehending these fundamental principles as they apply to general text and
subsequently to the specific context of Chicago Manual of Style numbers citation.

General Guidelines for Numbers in Text

Chicago style generally recommends spelling out numbers from zero through one



hundred. This practice is intended to improve readability, particularly in prose where
large numerals can be jarring or disruptive to the flow. For numbers larger than one
hundred, it is typically preferable to use numerals. This distinction is not arbitrary; it
reflects a stylistic choice designed to make the text more accessible to a broader audience.
However, there are numerous exceptions to this broad rule, which are critical for accurate
application of the style guide.

Consistency in Reporting Numbers

One of the most important principles in Chicago style regarding numbers is consistency. If
you are discussing a series of related numbers, you should maintain a consistent format.
For example, if you are comparing quantities, and one number in the series is necessarily
expressed as a numeral (e.g., due to its magnitude), you should use numerals for all
comparable numbers in that series, even if some are below one hundred. This avoids a
choppy reading experience and ensures that the reader can easily process the data
presented.

Numbers at the Beginning of Sentences

A common point of confusion in Chicago style, as with many other style guides, involves
numbers that begin a sentence. The overarching rule is that a number should never begin
a sentence if it can be avoided. If a sentence must begin with a number, and that number
would typically be spelled out (i.e., under one hundred), it should be rephrased to place
the number later in the sentence or written out as a word. If the number must remain at
the beginning and is greater than one hundred, it is acceptable to use a numeral. For
instance, instead of "Ten students attended the lecture," one might write "The lecture was
attended by ten students."

Specific Number Formatting Rules

Beyond the general rule of spelling out numbers under one hundred, Chicago style offers
specific guidance for various types of numerical expressions, including the use of
numerals for precision and clarity in certain contexts.

Large Numbers and Ordinals

Numbers above one hundred are generally expressed in numerals. This includes large
quantities, round numbers beyond ninety-nine, and dates. Ordinal numbers (first, second,
third, etc.) are typically spelled out up to and including tenth. Beyond that, numerals are
often used (e.g., 11th, 12th). However, for clarity and consistency within a text, it's often
best to consult the specific context of your writing. If you are discussing a sequence, such
as in a list of events, using numerals for later ordinals can maintain a clear progression.



Numbers Requiring Precision

Numerals are preferred for numbers that require precision or are part of a technical or
statistical context. This includes measurements (e.g., 5 kg, 10.5 cm), scientific data,
economic figures, and ages when precise figures are relevant. For instance, stating "The
sample weighed 2.3 grams" is more precise than "The sample weighed about two grams."
The use of numerals here enhances the accuracy of the information conveyed.

Compound Numbers

Compound numbers between twenty-one and ninety-nine are hyphenated when spelled out
(e.g., twenty-one, seventy-five). This is a standard grammatical convention in English that
Chicago style follows. When using numerals, no hyphenation is necessary unless the
numeral is part of a compound adjective preceding a noun (e.g., a twenty-five-page
report). Pay close attention to whether the number functions as a standalone quantity or
modifies another word.

Numbers in Chicago Manual of Style Citations

The principles governing numbers in the main text extend to their representation within
citations, but with a focus on accurately reflecting the source material. The goal of a
citation is to provide a precise reference, so clarity and accuracy are paramount. When
referencing numerical data from a source, it is crucial to reproduce those numbers as they
appear in the original work, using the same format (numeral or word) unless there is a
compelling reason for stylistic consistency within your own document.

Citing Numerical Data from Sources

When quoting or paraphrasing information that includes numbers, the Chicago Manual of
Style generally advises replicating the format of the number as it appears in the original
source. If the source uses a numeral, your citation should reflect that numeral. If the
source spells out a number, you should do the same in your citation. This preserves the
integrity of the original data and avoids misrepresentation. This principle is particularly
important when citing statistical figures, dates, or quantities.

Consistency in Citation Style

While replicating the source's numerical format is important, maintaining consistency in
your bibliography or reference list is also essential. If your chosen citation style (e.g.,
notes and bibliography or author-date) dictates a specific format for numbers within the
bibliographic entries themselves, you should adhere to that. For instance, if your



bibliography consistently uses numerals for page numbers, do so throughout. However,
when referring to numbers within the body of your text that are drawn from a source, the
primary concern is accurate representation.

Dealing with Dates and Times

Chicago style has specific rules for presenting dates and times to ensure clarity and
conciseness.

Formatting Dates

Dates are typically written in numerals in Chicago style. The preferred format for full
dates is month day, year (e.g., July 4, 1776). For centuries, it is common to use numerals
(e.g., the twenty-first century). Decades are often expressed with numerals as well,
sometimes with an apostrophe to indicate the omission of the first two digits (e.g., the
1980s or the '80s). However, when referring to a general era or a specific century in
prose, spelling out may be preferred for stylistic reasons, as in "the eighteenth century."

Times of Day

For specific times of day, numerals are used, often with a colon separating hours and
minutes (e.g., 3:15 p.m.). When referring to times in a more general sense, such as
"around noon" or "early morning," words are typically used. For scheduled events, precise
times are usually given with numerals for maximum clarity. When including AM or PM,
lowercase with periods is the standard, unless the context demands all caps.

Handling Percentages and Fractions

The treatment of percentages and fractions in Chicago style hinges on the need for
precision and context.

Percentages

Percentages are almost always expressed using numerals followed by the percent sign (%)
or the word "percent." For instance, "a 10 percent increase" or "10% increase." CMOS
prefers the numeral over spelling out numbers when dealing with percentages, especially
in formal or technical writing. When comparing percentages, use numerals consistently.
For example, "The approval rating rose from 45 percent to 52 percent."



Fractions

Simple fractions are often spelled out when they appear in text, especially if they are
common terms like "one-half" or "three-quarters." However, when fractions are part of
technical data, measurements, or when precision is required, numerals are used (e.g., 1/2
cup, 3/4 inch). Mixed numbers (e.g., one and a half) are typically spelled out when less
than one, and a mix of numerals and words or all numerals might be used for larger mixed
numbers depending on context. For complex or technical fractions, using numerals and a
slash or en dash is standard (e.g., 5/16 or 5–16).

Numbers in Statistical and Technical Data

In contexts involving statistics, scientific data, or financial information, Chicago style
strongly favors the use of numerals to ensure accuracy and conciseness. This is because
the primary purpose in these fields is the precise conveyance of quantitative information.

Statistical Reporting

When presenting statistical data, such as survey results, experimental findings, or
economic indicators, numerals are essential. This includes large numbers, percentages,
decimal points, and measurements. For example, "The study found a correlation
coefficient of 0.78," or "The population grew by 15.2%." Consistency in reporting units
(e.g., all numbers in millions or billions) is also crucial.

Scientific and Technical Writing

In scientific and technical documents, the use of numerals for all numerical data is the
standard practice. This applies to measurements, equations, formulas, and any other
quantitative information. For instance, "The reaction rate was 5.3 × 10⁻⁴ mol/L." The goal
is to remove any ambiguity and present the data in a universally understood format. This
often involves precise notation and units of measurement.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices

Navigating the rules for numbers in Chicago style can sometimes lead to errors. Being
aware of common pitfalls can help ensure adherence to the style guide.



Avoiding Inconsistency

The most frequent error is inconsistency in the treatment of numbers within a single
document. Always refer back to the core principles: spell out numbers below one hundred
unless precision or context dictates otherwise, and use numerals for larger numbers and
specific data types. When in doubt, consult the CMOS index or a style guide resource.

When to Consult the Manual

The Chicago Manual of Style is the definitive authority. For complex or ambiguous
situations not covered in general guidelines, it is always best to consult the latest edition
of the manual. Specific examples and detailed explanations are provided within the text,
and its comprehensive index is invaluable for locating precise rules.

The Purpose of the Rule

Remember that these rules are designed to enhance readability and clarity. Consider the
effect of your numerical choices on the reader. Does using a numeral make the
information clearer and more accessible, or does spelling it out improve the flow of the
prose? The best practice is to apply the rules thoughtfully, always prioritizing clear
communication.

---

Q: When should I spell out numbers versus using
numerals in Chicago style?
A: Generally, Chicago style dictates spelling out numbers zero through nine. Numbers 10
and above are typically written as numerals. However, there are exceptions, such as when
dealing with precise measurements, percentages, or when consistency within a series of
numbers is required. Always consider clarity and context.

Q: How do I cite numbers that appear at the beginning
of a sentence according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Numbers at the beginning of a sentence should be avoided if possible. If a sentence
must start with a number that would normally be spelled out (below 10), rephrase the
sentence. If the number is 10 or above, it can be presented as a numeral.



Q: What is the correct way to format dates and times in
Chicago Manual of Style citations?
A: Dates in Chicago style are typically written as month day, year (e.g., January 15, 2023).
Times are usually presented using numerals with a colon (e.g., 2:30 p.m.). When citing
sources, replicate the format of the date and time as it appears in the original work for
accuracy.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style have specific rules
for percentages?
A: Yes, Chicago style generally uses numerals for percentages, followed by the percent
sign (%) or the word "percent" (e.g., 5 percent or 5%). This applies whether the
percentage is below or above ten.

Q: How should I handle fractions in my Chicago Manual
of Style citations and text?
A: Simple fractions used in general text (e.g., one-half) are often spelled out. However, for
technical or precise purposes, or when fractions are part of a measurement or data set,
numerals are preferred (e.g., 1/2 cup, 3/4 inch). When citing, maintain the format as it
appears in the original source.

Q: What are the guidelines for citing ordinal numbers in
Chicago style?
A: Ordinal numbers are typically spelled out up to tenth (e.g., first, second, tenth). Beyond
that, numerals are commonly used (e.g., 11th, 12th). Consistency within your document is
key, especially when referring to sequences or rankings.

Q: Is there a rule for when to use hyphens with numbers
in Chicago style?
A: Yes, compound numbers from twenty-one to ninety-nine are hyphenated when spelled
out (e.g., twenty-one). Hyphens are also used for compound adjectives preceding a noun
(e.g., a twenty-page report). This rule applies to both text and, where relevant, citations.

Q: What is the general approach to large numbers in
Chicago Manual of Style citations?
A: For numbers larger than one hundred, Chicago style generally prefers numerals for
clarity and precision, both in the text and in citations. This applies to quantities, statistical
data, and other numerical information where precision is paramount.
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