
chicago style numbers figures

Understanding Chicago Style Numbers Figures: A
Comprehensive Guide

chicago style numbers figures present a nuanced set of guidelines for
writers, editors, and researchers to ensure clarity, consistency, and
professionalism in academic and published works. Adhering to these rules is
crucial for presenting data, dates, times, and quantities in a way that is
easily understood by the reader. This comprehensive guide will delve into the
intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) concerning the treatment of
numerals, exploring when to spell out numbers, when to use figures, and the
specific conventions for various contexts. We will examine the fundamental
principles, the exceptions to these rules, and practical applications for
common scenarios encountered in writing. Mastering these aspects of Chicago
style numbers figures will significantly enhance the readability and
credibility of any document.
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The General Rule: Spelling vs. Figures

The Chicago Manual of Style, in its extensive guidance on chicago style
numbers figures, outlines a fundamental principle that often governs the
choice between spelling out a number and using a numeral. This general rule
prioritizes clarity and readability. The primary directive is to spell out
numbers that can be expressed in one or two words and to use figures for
numbers that require three or more words when written out. This principle
aims to avoid awkwardness and improve the visual flow of the text. For
instance, numbers like "ten," "twenty-five," or "ninety-nine" would typically
be spelled out, while numbers such as "one hundred and fifty" or "two
thousand" would be rendered as numerals (150, 2000).

Numbers Zero Through One Hundred

When dealing with chicago style numbers figures for quantities between zero
and one hundred, the general rule of thumb applies. Numbers from zero up to
and including ninety-nine are generally spelled out. This includes cardinal
numbers (one, two, three) and ordinal numbers (first, second, third) when
they are part of this range. For example, "She has five cats," and "The
meeting is scheduled for the tenth of the month." This approach ensures that
smaller, more common quantities are presented in a less visually intrusive
manner.

Numbers 100 and Above

For numbers 100 and greater, Chicago style typically dictates the use of
figures. This is where the principle of using numerals for numbers requiring
three or more words when spelled out comes into play. Numbers like "101,"
"500," "1,200," and "10,000" are preferred in their numeral form. This
convention enhances readability, especially when dealing with larger
quantities or statistical data. For instance, a sentence might read, "The
project budget was revised to $15,000," rather than spelling out "fifteen
thousand dollars."



Consistency in Usage

A cornerstone of effective writing, especially when employing specific style
guides like chicago style numbers figures, is maintaining consistency. While
the general rules provide a framework, it is essential to apply them
uniformly throughout a document. If a particular type of number is
consistently presented as a figure (e.g., all measurements), then it should
remain a figure even if it falls within the range typically spelled out.
Conversely, if a certain category of numbers is spelled out, that practice
should be maintained. This adherence to internal consistency prevents
confusion and strengthens the overall professional appearance of the work.

Specific Applications of Chicago Style Numbers
Figures

Beyond the general guidelines, Chicago style offers specific conventions for
various categories of numbers. These exceptions and elaborations are critical
for accurate and professional documentation.

Dates and Times

When it comes to chicago style numbers figures in dates and times, the rules
are quite specific. For dates, the month and day are typically spelled out
when mentioned in general contexts, such as "the third of July." However,
when a specific date is given, figures are used for the day, and the year is
always a figure: "July 3, 1776." For times, Chicago style generally prefers
figures, often using AM and PM: "3:30 PM" or "half past three in the
afternoon." The use of "o'clock" is generally avoided in favor of figures.

Ages and Measurements

In Chicago style, ages are typically expressed using figures, especially when
they are precise: "The child is 7 years old." Similarly, measurements of all
kinds, whether metric or imperial, are presented using figures for clarity
and precision: "The room measured 12 by 15 feet," or "The recipe requires 250
grams of flour." This applies to distances, weights, volumes, and any other
quantifiable measurement.

Fractions and Percentages

For fractions, Chicago style has a particular approach. Simple fractions that
can be expressed in one or two words are generally spelled out: "one-half,"
"two-thirds." However, more complex fractions or those used in technical
contexts often employ figures: "3/8" or "1/100." Percentages are almost
always rendered with figures and the percent sign: "15 percent" or "15%."



When a percentage is used adjectivally at the beginning of a sentence, it may
be spelled out, but figures are generally preferred for clarity.

Money and Statistics

Amounts of money are invariably presented using figures, along with the
appropriate currency symbol or designation: "$50," "£20," "€100." When
dealing with large sums, commas are used to separate thousands, millions, and
so on. Statistical data, including counts, surveys, and numerical findings,
are also almost always expressed using figures to convey precision and
facilitate comparison. This includes large numbers that might otherwise be
cumbersome to spell out.

Large Round Numbers

While the general rule applies to numbers 100 and above, large round numbers,
particularly those used for estimation or general reference, can sometimes be
treated differently. For example, "hundreds of people" might be acceptable,
but if a more precise, albeit round, number is intended, figures are often
used, such as "over 500 people." The key is to convey the intended level of
specificity.

Numbers in Series

When a series contains numbers that are mixed in their format (some spelled
out, some figures), it is often best to make them all figures for consistency
and ease of reading. For example, if a sentence refers to "three apples and
15 oranges," it might be better to write "3 apples and 15 oranges." This rule
is particularly important in technical or statistical writing.

Numbers Beginning Sentences

A common stylistic challenge in chicago style numbers figures is how to
handle numbers that begin a sentence. As a general rule, numbers that start a
sentence are spelled out, regardless of their value, to avoid the jarring
effect of a numeral at the outset. For example, "Ten participants completed
the study," not "10 participants completed the study." However, if spelling
out the number would be particularly cumbersome (e.g., a large year), an
exception can be made, or the sentence can be rephrased.

Telephone Numbers and Addresses

For practical purposes, telephone numbers and street addresses are always
presented using figures. These are functional elements where clarity and
immediate recognition are paramount. For instance, "Call us at 312-555-1212,"
or "The office is located at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue."



FAQ

Q: When should I spell out numbers in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, you should spell out numbers that can be expressed in
one or two words, particularly those below 100. This includes cardinal
numbers like "one" through "ninety-nine" and simple fractions like "one-
half." Numbers beginning sentences are also typically spelled out.

Q: When should I use figures (numerals) in Chicago
style?
A: You should use figures for numbers 100 and above, for dates (except the
day when used with a month and year, e.g., July 4), times (e.g., 2:30 PM),
ages, measurements, money, percentages, telephone numbers, addresses, and in
series where consistency with other numerals is necessary for clarity.

Q: How does Chicago style handle dates and times?
A: For dates, the day is usually expressed as a figure when preceded by the
month, such as "May 15, 2023." For times, figures are preferred, often with
AM/PM designation, like "9:00 AM."

Q: Are there any exceptions to the rule of spelling
out numbers at the beginning of a sentence?
A: Yes, while the general rule is to spell out numbers at the beginning of a
sentence, exceptions can be made for very large numbers that would be awkward
to spell out, or when the number is a year. In such cases, rephrasing the
sentence is often a better solution.

Q: How should I format fractions in Chicago style?
A: Simple fractions that can be written in one or two words, such as "one-
third" or "three-quarters," are typically spelled out. More complex fractions
or those used in technical contexts are usually written as numerals, like
"3/8" or "1/16."

Q: What is the Chicago style approach to
percentages?
A: Percentages are almost always expressed using figures and the percent
sign, for example, "25%." When used to modify a noun at the beginning of a
sentence, they might be spelled out, but figures are generally preferred for



clarity.

Q: How do I ensure consistency with Chicago style
numbers figures in my document?
A: Consistency is key. Once you establish a rule for a specific category of
numbers (e.g., all measurements are figures), apply it uniformly throughout
your document. Refer to the Chicago Manual of Style for specific instances if
unsure.
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