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Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style Spelling of Numbers

chicago manual of style spelling of numbers governs a crucial aspect of clear and consistent
writing, impacting everything from academic papers to professional reports. Navigating these
guidelines ensures your text adheres to a universally recognized standard for presenting numerical
data and quantities. This comprehensive article delves into the core principles and nuanced
applications of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) when it comes to spelling out numbers,
distinguishing between when to use numerals versus words. We will explore the fundamental rules,
exceptions, and specific scenarios that writers frequently encounter, providing a detailed roadmap
for achieving clarity and precision in your prose. Understanding these stylistic choices is paramount
for enhancing readability and maintaining a polished, professional presentation of your work.
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Understanding the Core Principle: When to Spell Out Numbers

The fundamental principle guiding the Chicago Manual of Style spelling of numbers is to spell out
numbers that can be expressed in one or two words. Conversely, numbers that require three or more
words to spell out are generally rendered in numerals. This approach prioritizes readability and aims
to avoid cumbersome phrasing, especially when dealing with larger quantities or complex figures.
Adhering to this rule ensures a consistent and professional tone throughout a document.

Numbers Below One Hundred

CMOS generally dictates that numbers from zero to one hundred should be spelled out. This
includes cardinal numbers like "one," "two," "ten," "fifty-five," and "ninety-nine." This guideline
simplifies the visual presentation of common quantities, making them easier for the reader to
process without interruption. For instance, stating "twenty-five guests" is often preferred over "25
guests" in prose.

Numbers Above One Hundred

As numbers increase in magnitude, the rule shifts towards using numerals. Any number requiring
three or more words to spell out - such as "one hundred and one" or "one thousand" - should
typically be presented using numerals (101, 1000). This convention prevents overly long and

awkward word constructions that can disrupt the flow of a sentence.

Numbers at the Beginning of Sentences



A common point of confusion in the Chicago Manual of Style spelling of numbers relates to numbers
that begin a sentence. The overarching rule here is to spell out any number that starts a sentence,
regardless of its magnitude. This rule is in place to maintain grammatical correctness and sentence
flow, as starting a sentence with a numeral can sometimes appear abrupt or informal.

Rewriting Sentences for Clarity

When a number that would typically be written as a numeral begins a sentence, writers are
encouraged to rewrite the sentence to avoid this situation. This might involve rephrasing the
sentence to place the number later or starting with a different word. For example, instead of "500
attendees were present," it is preferable to write "There were 500 attendees present" or "Attendees
numbered 500."

Titles and Headings

It is important to note that this rule generally applies to the main body of text. In titles, headings,
and captions, numerals are often used for clarity and conciseness, even if they begin the heading.
The context and intended audience play a role in these specific stylistic choices.

Ordinal Numbers

The Chicago Manual of Style spelling of numbers extends to ordinal numbers, which indicate
position or order. Similar to cardinal numbers, ordinals that can be expressed in one or two words
are typically spelled out.

Common Ordinals

This includes ordinals like "first," "second," "third," "tenth," and "twenty-first." For instance, "the
first chapter" or "her fifth attempt" are standard CMOS practice.

Larger Ordinals

As with cardinal numbers, larger ordinals that require more than two words to spell out are usually
rendered in numerals. Thus, "101st anniversary" or "the 500th performance" would be the preferred
format.

Simple Fractions

The Chicago Manual of Style spelling of numbers has specific guidelines for fractions. Simple
fractions that can be expressed in one or two words are generally spelled out.

Examples of Spelled-Out Fractions

This covers fractions such as "one-half," "two-thirds," and "three-quarters." These are common
enough that spelling them out enhances readability in narrative contexts.

Complex or Technical Fractions
However, more complex fractions or those appearing in technical, scientific, or mathematical

contexts are often best presented using numerals for precision. For example, "3/16 inch" or "1.75"
would be preferred over spelling out such figures.



Large, Round Numbers

When dealing with large, round numbers, CMOS offers flexibility based on context and the need for
emphasis. The general rule of thumb regarding the number of words to spell out still applies, but
stylistic considerations come into play.

Numbers in the Thousands and Millions

Numbers like "one thousand," "ten thousand," or "one million" can be spelled out, especially when
they are part of general statements or estimations. However, for precise figures or in more formal
contexts, numerals are often used, such as "1,000 books" or "a population of 3.5 million."

Emphasis and Style

The choice between spelling out a large number and using numerals can also depend on the desired
emphasis. Spelling out a number can give it more weight, while using numerals can present it as a
factual data point. Writers should consider the overall tone and purpose of their writing.

Specific Exceptions and Considerations

While the core rules for the Chicago Manual of Style spelling of numbers are straightforward,
several specific exceptions and considerations are vital for accurate application. These nuances
ensure consistency across diverse writing scenarios.

Percentages

Percentages are generally expressed using numerals followed by the word "percent" or the symbol
"%." For example, "5 percent" or "5%." CMOS prefers spelling out "percent" in formal prose, but the
symbol "%" is acceptable in tables, figures, and technical writing where space is limited or for
immediate recognition.

Ages

Ages of people or things are typically expressed in numerals. This includes phrases like "a 5-year-old
child" or "the car is 10 years old." When the age is used as an adjective before a noun, it is usually
hyphenated, as in "a 75-year-old man."

Monetary Units

Monetary amounts are almost always expressed using numerals, often preceded by a currency
symbol. For instance, "$10.50" or "£1,000,000." In cases where exact figures are not crucial, or in
informal writing, amounts might be rounded and spelled out, such as "ten dollars" or "a few million
dollars."

Chronological and Mathematical Contexts

The Chicago Manual of Style spelling of numbers recognizes that certain contexts necessitate a
different approach. Chronological references and mathematical expressions often demand the

precision offered by numerals.

Dates and Times



Dates are consistently represented using numerals: "January 1, 2024," "the 15th of May," or "at 3:30
PM." Similarly, specific times are best conveyed with numerals for clarity.

Mathematical and Scientific Notation

In mathematical equations, scientific formulas, statistical data, and technical reports, the use of
numerals is standard. This ensures accuracy and avoids ambiguity that could arise from spelling out
complex mathematical expressions. For instance, "The experiment yielded a result of 0.0012 g/mL"
is far more precise than attempting to spell out such a number.

Consistency in Usage

Perhaps the most crucial aspect of applying the Chicago Manual of Style spelling of numbers is
maintaining consistency throughout a document. Once a style is chosen for a particular type of
number, it should be applied uniformly to similar instances within the same work.

Internal Consistency

Inconsistency can be distracting and undermine the credibility of the writing. For example, if you
spell out "twenty-five" in one sentence, you should generally spell out other numbers in the same
range throughout the document, unless specific exceptions (like numbers beginning a sentence)
dictate otherwise.

Considering the Audience and Purpose

While consistency is key, it's also important to consider the audience and purpose of the writing.
Technical documents or scholarly articles might lean more heavily on numerals for precision, while a
narrative or marketing piece might opt for more spelled-out numbers to enhance flow and reader
engagement.

Practical Application and Best Practices
Applying the Chicago Manual of Style spelling of numbers effectively involves a combination of

understanding the rules and developing good writing habits. By incorporating these practices,
writers can ensure clarity and professionalism in their work.

Proofreading for Numbers

A dedicated proofreading pass specifically for numbers is highly recommended. This allows you to
catch any inconsistencies or errors in application that might have been overlooked during the initial
writing process.

Using Style Guides

For complex projects or when in doubt, consulting the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style
is the definitive source. Familiarity with its detailed explanations will build confidence and ensure
adherence to its standards.



Contextual Judgment

Ultimately, while rules provide a framework, judgment based on context is essential. The primary
goal is always clear communication, and sometimes a slight deviation from a strict rule might serve
the reader better, though such deviations should be rare and well-considered.

FAQ: Chicago Manual of Style Spelling of Numbers

Q: When should I spell out numbers according to the Chicago
Manual of Style?

A: The general rule of thumb in the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is to spell out numbers that can
be expressed in one or two words, such as "one," "ten," "twenty-five," and "ninety-nine." This
principle applies unless a specific exception or context dictates otherwise.

Q: What is the rule for numbers at the beginning of a sentence
in CMOS?

A: According to CMOS, any number that begins a sentence should be spelled out, regardless of its
magnitude. If this results in an awkward construction, writers are advised to rephrase the sentence
to avoid starting with a numeral.

Q: How does CMOS handle large numbers like thousands or
millions?

A: For large numbers, CMOS generally prefers using numerals if spelling them out would require
three or more words. However, in narrative contexts or for estimations, numbers like "one thousand"
or "ten million" can be spelled out. For precise figures, numerals are usually employed, such as
"1,500" or "5.2 million."

Q: Are there specific rules for ages and percentages in CMOS
regarding number spelling?

A: Yes, CMOS typically uses numerals for ages, such as "a 7-year-old child." For percentages,
numerals are used followed by the word "percent" or the symbol "%." For instance, "15 percent" or
II15%.II

Q: Does CMOS recommend spelling out simple fractions?

A: CMOS generally recommends spelling out simple fractions that can be expressed in one or two
words, such as "one-half," "two-thirds," or "three-quarters." More complex or technical fractions are
usually presented using numerals for clarity and precision.



Q: How important is consistency when applying CMOS
number-spelling rules?

A: Consistency is paramount in CMOS. Once a style is established for a particular type of number
within a document, it should be applied uniformly to all similar instances to maintain clarity and
professionalism.

Q: What should I do if I encounter a number that seems to fall
into a gray area regarding CMOS rules?

A: When in doubt, consult the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style. It provides detailed
explanations and examples for various situations. Additionally, consider the context, audience, and
overall purpose of your writing to make the most appropriate stylistic decision.
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