chicago style writing numbers

chicago style writing numbers is a nuanced aspect of academic and professional writing,
often causing confusion for those adhering to the widely respected Chicago Manual of
Style (CMOS). This comprehensive guide will demystify the rules surrounding numerical
representation in Chicago style, covering everything from cardinal and ordinal numbers to
dates, times, and the specific instances where numerals or spelled-out words are
preferred. Understanding these guidelines ensures clarity, consistency, and adherence to
scholarly conventions. We will explore the general principles governing number usage,
delve into specific categories like large numbers and fractions, and provide practical
advice for common scenarios. Mastering Chicago style number writing is essential for
producing polished and credible work.
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General Principles of Chicago Style Number
Writing

The Chicago Manual of Style offers a flexible approach to writing numbers, prioritizing
clarity and readability above all else. While there are established guidelines, the ultimate
goal is to ensure your reader can easily comprehend the numerical data presented. This
means making conscious decisions about when to spell out numbers and when to use
figures, often dictated by the number's magnitude and its context within the sentence.

A fundamental principle in Chicago style is to spell out numbers that can be expressed in
one or two words. This typically includes numbers zero through one hundred. For
instance, "There were twenty-five attendees" or "The project took ninety days." This
preference for spelled-out numbers aids in smoother reading, especially for smaller,
commonly used figures. However, this is not an absolute rule and can be overridden by
other stylistic considerations, such as consistency within a series or the need for precise
data.

Conversely, figures (numerals) are generally preferred for numbers that are larger or that
represent precise quantities that might be cumbersome to spell out. This includes
numbers above one hundred, such as "The population of the city exceeded 500,000" or
"The study involved 345 participants.” This convention helps to avoid excessively long
words and makes large quantities more digestible at a glance.



Spelling Out vs. Using Numerals

The decision of whether to spell out a number or use a numeral hinges on several factors
within the Chicago Manual of Style. The most prevalent rule of thumb is to spell out
numbers one through one hundred. This applies to both cardinal and ordinal numbers
when they are not used in a statistical or scientific context where precision is paramount.
For example, one might write "She received five awards" or "The event is scheduled for
the third Tuesday of the month."

However, there are crucial exceptions to this general rule. When a sentence begins with a
number, it is often best to spell it out, even if it's above one hundred, to maintain
grammatical correctness and avoid awkward phrasing. For instance, instead of "500
people attended the conference," it's better to write "Five hundred people attended the
conference." Another significant exception involves numbers within a series. If any
number in a series is above one hundred, all numbers in that series should be rendered as
figures for consistency. For example, if you are listing attendance figures for multiple
events and one event had 150 attendees, you would likely list all attendance figures as
numerals, such as "Event A: 75 attendees, Event B: 150 attendees, Event C: 90 attendees."

When dealing with precise measurements, statistical data, or scientific notation, figures
are almost always the preferred choice, regardless of the number's magnitude. This
ensures accuracy and prevents misinterpretation. For instance, in scientific papers or
financial reports, you would see numbers like "The temperature dropped to -5.2 degrees
Celsius" or "The investment yielded a 12.75% return.” This convention prioritizes the
exactness of the data over the aesthetic of spelled-out words.

Numbers in Specific Contexts

Large Numbers and Rounding

Chicago style offers specific guidance for presenting large numbers. Generally, numbers
100 and above are written as figures. For very large numbers, it is often acceptable to use
a combination of words and figures to enhance readability. For instance, instead of writing
"one million five hundred thousand dollars," you might write "$1.5 million." This approach
simplifies complex figures and makes them easier for the reader to process. Rounding is
also acceptable for very large numbers when exact precision is not essential, further
contributing to conciseness.

When using figures for large numbers, Chicago style recommends using commas as
thousands separators to improve legibility. For example, "The company's revenue was
$1,250,000." This simple punctuation mark can make a significant difference in how
quickly and accurately a reader can grasp the scale of a number. When the number is part
of a comparative statement or a series, consistency in how large numbers are presented is
crucial.



Fractions and Decimals

The treatment of fractions in Chicago style depends on their simplicity and how they are
used. Simple fractions, such as "one-half" or "three-quarters," are often spelled out,
especially when they appear in general text. However, more complex fractions or those
used in technical or scientific contexts should be rendered as figures. For example, "The
recipe calls for 1/2 cup of flour," but in a mathematical proof, you might see "the ratio was
17/32." Hyphenation rules also apply; when a fraction is used as an adjective, it is typically
hyphenated (e.g., "a two-thirds majority").

Decimals are almost always expressed using figures. Precision is key with decimals, and
spelling them out would be impractical and cumbersome. For example, "The measurement
was 3.14159 inches." When reporting decimal figures, it is important to maintain
consistency in the number of decimal places if they are being compared or used in a
series, unless the context dictates otherwise. For instance, if comparing two
measurements, you might write "0.5 cm and 0.75 cm," but if they were related to a
scientific experiment, maintaining the same precision, like "0.50 cm and 0.75 cm," might
be more appropriate.

Dates and Times

Chicago style dictates specific formats for writing dates and times, aiming for clarity and
convention. For dates, the most common format is Month Day, Year, for example, "July 4,
1776." When referring to a specific century, it is typically spelled out: "the nineteenth
century." If referring to a specific year within that century, figures are used: "in 1888."
When listing multiple dates or referring to a range, consistent formatting is essential.

Times are generally written using figures and an am or pm designation, or in the 24-hour
format if appropriate for the context. For example, "3:30 p.m." or "15:30." For precise
timekeeping in academic or scientific writing, the 24-hour format is often preferred. When
referring to durations, consistency in how hours and minutes are presented is important,
such as "a 2-hour meeting" or "a 45-minute delay."

Percentages and Other Symbols

Percentages are typically expressed using figures followed by the word "percent" or the
symbol "%." Chicago style generally prefers the word "percent" in most prose, especially
in general writing. For example, "a 10 percent increase" or "The survey showed 75
percent approval." However, in tabular material or in contexts where space is limited or in
scientific and statistical writing, the symbol "%" is often used for brevity and clarity, such
as "10%" or "75%."

Other symbols and abbreviations also have specific rules. For instance, currency is usually
written with the appropriate symbol followed by the numeral, e.g., "$50" or "£100." Units



of measurement, like meters, kilograms, or liters, are typically abbreviated when used
with figures, provided these abbreviations are standard and understood within the field.
For example, "10 kg" or "500 ml." Consistency in symbol usage is paramount to avoid
confusion for the reader.

Consistency is Key

Across all aspects of numerical writing in Chicago style, the overarching principle is
consistency. Whichever method you choose - spelling out numbers or using figures -
maintain that choice throughout your document, especially within the same sentence or
related list. Inconsistency can be jarring for the reader and can detract from the
professionalism of your work. If you decide to use figures for all numbers above a certain
threshold, adhere to that rule diligently. Similarly, if you opt to spell out certain types of
numbers, ensure that this practice is applied uniformly.

When in doubt, refer to the most recent edition of The Chicago Manual of Style for
definitive guidance. However, remember that the ultimate goal is always clarity and ease
of understanding for your intended audience. Sometimes, a slight deviation from a strict
rule might be necessary to achieve better readability. The key is to make informed
decisions based on the context and the specific needs of your writing.

By internalizing these guidelines and prioritizing clarity and consistency, you can
effectively navigate the complexities of writing numbers in Chicago style, ensuring your
work is both accurate and aesthetically pleasing to your readers.

FAQ

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

A: In Chicago style, you should generally spell out numbers one through one hundred. This
also applies to numbers that can be expressed in one or two words, such as "ninety-nine"
or "one thousand" when used in general prose and not in a statistical or scientific context
requiring absolute precision.

Q: Are there any exceptions to spelling out numbers
below one hundred?

A: Yes, there are several exceptions. If a sentence begins with a number, it should be
spelled out, even if it's above one hundred. Also, if numbers appear in a series and one of
them is above one hundred, all numbers in that series should be written as figures for
consistency. Numbers used for precise measurements, statistical data, or in scientific
contexts should also be written as figures.



Q: How do I handle very large numbers in Chicago style?

A: For very large numbers, Chicago style often allows for a combination of words and
figures for better readability, such as "$1.5 million" instead of "one million five hundred
thousand." Rounding is also acceptable for very large numbers when exact precision is not
critical. Always use commas as thousands separators for clarity, e.g., "$1,250,000."

Q: What is the Chicago style for writing dates?

A: The most common format for dates in Chicago style is Month Day, Year, for example,
"October 26, 2023." When referring to a specific century, it is typically spelled out, such as
"the eighteenth century."

Q: How should I write times in Chicago style?

A: Times are generally written using figures with am or pm, such as "8:30 a.m." or "2:15
p.m." In contexts requiring greater precision or in technical writing, the 24-hour format
may be used, for example, "08:30" or "14:15."

Q: When should I use the percent symbol (%) versus the
word "percent” in Chicago style?

A: Chicago style generally prefers the word "percent" in most prose contexts, such as "a
10 percent increase." However, the symbol "%" is often used for brevity and clarity in
tabular material, scientific writing, or when space is limited, as in "a 10% increase."

Q: What are the rules for writing fractions and decimals
in Chicago style?

A: Simple fractions like "one-half" or "three-quarters" are often spelled out in general text.
More complex fractions or those in technical contexts are written as figures, like "1/2" or
"17/32." Decimals are almost always written as figures due to the need for precision, for
example, "3.14."

Q: Is there a specific rule for numbers at the beginning
of a sentence?

A: Yes, if a sentence begins with a number, it should generally be spelled out, regardless
of its magnitude, to maintain grammatical structure. For example, "Forty-two participants
completed the survey."

Q: What is the most important rule for writing numbers



in Chicago style?

A: The most important rule is consistency. Whatever convention you adopt for writing
numbers, maintain it throughout your document to ensure clarity and professionalism.
When in doubt, always prioritize readability and consult The Chicago Manual of Style.
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