chicago style numbers vs words

The Chicago Manual of Style is a widely respected authority on writing and editing. Navigating its
guidelines can sometimes present nuances, and one common area of inquiry revolves around how to
handle numbers: should they be spelled out in words, or presented as figures? Understanding the
intricacies of chicago style numbers vs words is crucial for writers, editors, and academics aiming
for clarity, consistency, and adherence to this established style. This comprehensive article delves
into the core principles, exceptions, and practical applications of Chicago's numerical style, offering
clear guidance on when to choose words and when to opt for numerals. We will explore the general
rules, examine specific scenarios, and provide actionable advice to ensure your writing meets the
highest standards of Chicago style.
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The Fundamental Principles of Chicago Style Numbers
vs Words

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a detailed framework for presenting numbers,
balancing readability with precision. The overarching goal is to ensure that numbers are clear and
easy for the reader to comprehend within the context of the text. Generally, Chicago style favors
spelling out numbers one through nine and using figures for numbers 10 and above. This rule of
thumb serves as a solid starting point, but a deeper understanding requires exploring the numerous
exceptions and contextual considerations that make Chicago style so nuanced and effective.

This preference for spelling out smaller numbers is rooted in a desire to maintain a smooth reading
flow and avoid visually jarring numerals. Smaller integers often integrate more seamlessly into prose
when written out. Conversely, larger numbers, or those requiring precision, are typically rendered
as figures for immediate recognition and to prevent potential ambiguity or a cluttered appearance.
The distinction isn't arbitrary; it’s designed to enhance the reader’s experience and the overall
professionalism of the written work.

When to Spell Out Numbers in Chicago Style

As a general guideline, Chicago style dictates that numbers zero through nine should be spelled out.
This applies to cardinal numbers used in ordinary prose. For instance, you would write "There were
five participants" rather than "There were 5 participants." Similarly, "She waited for three hours" is
preferred over "She waited for 3 hours." This convention helps to maintain a consistent visual
rhythm in your text, especially when dealing with a series of smaller quantities.

This rule extends to certain common phrases and approximations where precision is not paramount.



For example, expressions like "a dozen eggs" or "hundreds of people" are usually written out. The
key here is the absence of a need for exact quantification. When the number is descriptive rather
than strictly mathematical, spelling it out often enhances the natural flow of the language. However,
it’s essential to remember that this is a guideline, and context can sometimes necessitate a different
approach.

When to Use Figures for Numbers in Chicago Style

The corollary to spelling out smaller numbers is the instruction to use figures for numbers 10 and
above. This applies to cardinal numbers in general prose. Thus, you would write "The project
involved 15 team members" and "The conference attracted over 100 attendees." This ensures that
larger numbers are immediately recognizable and avoids excessively long spelled-out words that can
disrupt the reading pace. It’s about striking a balance between linguistic elegance and practical
clarity for the reader.

Furthermore, figures are typically used for numbers that represent precise measurements,
quantities that are part of a statistical or scientific context, or when a number is used in conjunction
with a unit of measurement. For example, "The temperature reached 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit" or
"The package weighed 2.5 kilograms." In these instances, figures convey the exactness required for
accurate understanding and reporting. The use of figures in such cases is not merely stylistic but
functional, contributing to the clarity and accuracy of the information presented.

Specific Scenarios and Exceptions in Chicago
Numerical Style

While the general rule provides a strong foundation, Chicago style's treatment of numbers is further
refined by numerous specific exceptions and scenarios. These detailed guidelines address situations
where adherence to the basic rule might lead to awkwardness, ambiguity, or a lack of precision.
Understanding these nuances is critical for a polished and professional manuscript.

One significant area of consideration is the treatment of numbers at the beginning of a sentence.
Generally, if a number would normally be written as a figure (e.g., 25), but it begins a sentence, it
should be spelled out. For instance, "Twenty-five delegates attended the meeting." However, if
spelling out the number results in an extremely long or awkward phrase, it is often better to
rephrase the sentence to avoid starting with a number. This prioritizes readability and sentence
structure over strict adherence to the "spell out at the beginning" rule when it compromises the
writing.

Ages and Percentages

When referring to ages, Chicago style generally favors spelling out numbers one through nine, and
using figures for 10 and above, particularly when the age is used attributively (as an adjective). For
example, "a six-year-old child" versus "the child was six years old." However, when specific ages are
crucial, especially in formal or technical contexts, figures might be preferred. The context of the
writing will often dictate the best approach, with clarity being the ultimate arbiter.

For percentages, Chicago style typically uses figures for all numbers, regardless of whether they are
below 10. For example, "a 7 percent increase" or "only 3 percent of the participants.” This is



because percentages often represent data and require precision. The symbol '%' can also be used in
more informal or data-heavy contexts, but in formal prose, spelling out "percent" is often preferred.
For instance, "a 50 percent chance of rain." Consistency within the document is paramount.

Dates and Times

In Chicago style, dates are generally written out in full, including the day, month, and year. For
example, "July 4, 1776." When referring to a specific day of the month without the year, it can be
written as "the fourth of July." If only the month and day are used, such as in a recurring event, it
would be "July 4." The year is almost always presented as a figure. When referring to centuries, it is
typically spelled out: "the twentieth century."

For times, Chicago style generally follows the convention of spelling out numbers for general
references and using figures for precise times. For instance, "meet me at three o'clock" is
acceptable. However, for specific appointments or schedules, figures are used: "The meeting is at
3:15 PM." AM and PM are usually capitalized. When referring to the hour without minutes, such as
"at seven in the morning," spelling out is common. The consistent use of figures for precise times
ensures clarity and avoids potential misinterpretations.

Fractions and Ordinal Numbers

Simple fractions are usually spelled out, especially when they represent approximate quantities. For
example, "one-half of the cake" or "three-quarters of the way there." However, complex or
technical fractions, or those that appear in mathematical contexts, should be presented as figures.
For instance, "1/2 cup of flour" or "The measurement was 3/8 inch." Compound fractions should be
hyphenated when used as adjectives (e.g., a two-thirds majority).

Ordinal numbers follow similar principles to cardinal numbers. Ordinals one through nine are
generally spelled out: "the first time," "the fifth annual report." Numbers 10 and above are typically
written as figures: "the 10th anniversary," "the 21st century." However, as with cardinal numbers,
ordinal numbers used to begin a sentence are spelled out: "The First World War." Consistency and
readability remain the primary considerations when deciding between spelling out and using figures
for ordinal numbers.

Numbers in In-Text Citations

The rules for numbers within in-text citations can differ slightly depending on whether you are using
the author-date system or the notes-bibliography system, though Chicago style generally favors
figures for page numbers for clarity and ease of reference. For example, in the author-date system, a
citation might look like (Smith 2023, 15). In the notes-bibliography system, a footnote might refer to
page 22. The principle here is that page numbers, being precise locators, are almost always
presented as figures.

When authors' names or publication years are involved, they are presented as they are. However, if
a numerical element within the citation itself, outside of the page number, falls into the general rule
(e.g., a volume number that is small), the context of the citation style guide is key. Generally,
bibliographical elements like volume and issue numbers are presented as figures for easy
identification, such as "Volume 3, Issue 2." This ensures that readers can quickly and accurately
locate the cited material.



Consistency and Clarity: The Overarching Principle

Above all else, Chicago style emphasizes consistency and clarity in the presentation of numbers.
Once a decision is made on how to handle a particular type of number within a given context, it
should be applied uniformly throughout the document. Inconsistent use of numbers can be
distracting to the reader and undermine the credibility of the writing.

Clarity is the ultimate goal. If a particular rule seems to lead to an awkward or unclear presentation,
it is often best to deviate slightly in favor of readability. For instance, while the general rule might
suggest spelling out numbers up to nine, if you have a series of numbers where some are above nine
and some are below, it might be clearer to use figures for all of them to maintain consistency within
that specific comparative list. Always ask yourself: "Is this the clearest way to present this
information to my reader?"

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

One common pitfall is failing to apply the exceptions to the general rule. Forgetting to spell out
numbers at the beginning of a sentence, or incorrectly using words for precise measurements, can
lead to stylistic errors. Another issue is inconsistent application of the rules within the same
document; for example, using figures for ages in one section and spelled-out numbers in another.

Another area where writers often stumble is in mixed enumeration. If you are comparing quantities,
it is often best to use figures for all of them, even if some are below 10. For example, if you are
contrasting "5 apples" with "12 oranges," using figures for both improves clarity. However, if the
comparison is not direct or if the numbers are widely disparate, the general rule might still apply.
Always err on the side of what is most easily understood by your audience.

Navigating Chicago Style Numbers vs Words for
Professional Writing

Mastering the distinctions between Chicago style numbers vs words is a hallmark of professional
writing. By diligently applying the general rules and understanding the numerous exceptions,
writers can ensure their work is both accurate and aesthetically pleasing. The ultimate objective is
always to facilitate clear communication and enhance the reader's comprehension and engagement
with the text. Continual reference to The Chicago Manual of Style is recommended for ongoing
refinement of one's understanding.

FAQ: Chicago Style Numbers vs Words

Q: When should I spell out numbers in Chicago style?

A: Generally, you should spell out numbers one through nine in Chicago style. This includes cardinal
numbers used in ordinary prose. For example, "There were five delegates."



Q: When should I use figures for numbers in Chicago style?

A: You should use figures for numbers 10 and above in Chicago style. This applies to cardinal
numbers in general prose. For example, "The project involved 15 team members." Figures are also
preferred for precise measurements, statistical data, and numbers in a series with at least one
number 10 or above.

Q: How does Chicago style handle numbers at the beginning of
a sentence?

A: If a number would normally be written as a figure (e.g., 25), but it begins a sentence, it should be
spelled out. For example, "Twenty-five participants attended." However, if spelling out the number
results in a very long or awkward phrase, it is often better to rephrase the sentence.

Q: What is the rule for percentages in Chicago style?

A: Chicago style typically uses figures for all percentages, regardless of whether they are below 10.
For example, "a 7 percent increase." While the symbol "%" can be used in certain contexts, spelling
out "percent" is generally preferred in formal prose.

Q: How should ages be handled in Chicago style?

A: For ages, Chicago style generally favors spelling out numbers one through nine and using figures
for 10 and above, especially when the age is used attributively (as an adjective). For example, "a six-
year-old child." When the age is a predicate nominative, it is often spelled out: "The child was six
years old."

Q: Are there any exceptions for dates and times in Chicago
style?

A: Yes, for dates, you generally spell out the day of the month when it appears alone, but use figures
for years and specific numerical components like volume or issue numbers in citations. For times,
spell out general references like "three o'clock" but use figures for precise times like "3:15 PM."

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on simple
fractions versus complex fractions?

A: Simple fractions representing approximate quantities are usually spelled out (e.g., "one-half").
Complex or technical fractions, or those used in mathematical or scientific contexts, are presented
as figures (e.g., 3/8 inch).

Q: Is consistency more important than the general rules when



writing in Chicago style?

A: Consistency and clarity are paramount in Chicago style. While the general rules provide a
framework, always prioritize clarity and consistent application of rules within your document. If
deviating slightly from a rule enhances readability, it is often the better choice.
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