chicago style how to cite numbers

Chicago Style How to Cite Numbers: A
Comprehensive Guide

Chicago style how to cite numbers can seem like a minor detail, but mastering it is crucial for
academic and professional writing that adheres to the Chicago Manual of Style. Whether you are
dealing with dates, page numbers, statistical data, or general quantities, understanding the nuances
of Chicago citation for numbers ensures clarity, accuracy, and credibility in your work. This guide
will delve into the essential rules and best practices for integrating numbers into your Chicago-style
documents, covering both the author-date and notes-bibliography systems. We will explore how to
handle cardinal and ordinal numbers, large numbers, currency, and the specific contexts in which
numerals or spelled-out words are preferred. By the end of this article, you will have a solid grasp of
Chicago style number citation, empowering you to present numerical information with precision
and adherence to established scholarly conventions.
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Understanding Chicago Style Number Rules

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides comprehensive guidelines for the use of numbers in
written works. These rules are designed to ensure consistency, readability, and precision. While
there isn't a single overarching rule that dictates every instance, a general principle often applies:
use numerals for numbers 10 and above, and spell out numbers below 10. However, this is a
simplification, and numerous exceptions and contextual considerations exist that dictate the
appropriate treatment of numbers in Chicago style. Understanding these exceptions is key to
accurate citation and presentation.



The primary goal of Chicago style's approach to numbers is to avoid ambiguity and maintain a clear,
professional presentation. This applies across various academic disciplines and professional fields.
Whether you are writing a historical analysis, a scientific paper, or a business report, consistent and
correct number formatting is a hallmark of careful scholarship. This guide will break down the
complexities, making it easier to navigate the specific requirements for Chicago style how to cite
numbers accurately.

When to Use Numerals vs. Spelled-Out Numbers

The decision of whether to use numerals or spell out numbers in Chicago style depends on several
factors, including the magnitude of the number, its grammatical function, and the context in which it
appears. Adhering to these guidelines helps maintain consistency and readability throughout your
document.

General Rule for Cardinal Numbers

The most commonly cited general rule in Chicago style is to spell out numbers one through nine and
to use numerals for numbers 10 and above. This is a foundational principle that applies to most
cardinal numbers when they appear in a sentence and are not part of a specific context that requires
numerals. For example, you would write "five students" but "15 participants."

However, it's important to remember that this is a guideline, not an absolute law. There are several
exceptions to this rule that are crucial for proper Chicago style number formatting. For instance,
if two numbers appear in the same sentence and one is below 10 and the other is 10 or above, you
should use numerals for both for consistency. For example, instead of "She bought five apples and
12 oranges," you would write "She bought 5 apples and 12 oranges." This ensures that similar items
are presented in a uniform way within the same sentence.

Exceptions to the General Rule

Several specific circumstances necessitate the use of numerals regardless of the number's value.
These exceptions are critical to understand for precise Chicago style citations for numbers. For
instance, dates, times, page numbers, statistical data, percentages, fractions (when used with
numerals), and measurements typically always appear as numerals. For example, "The event
occurred on May 5, 2023," "The meeting is scheduled for 3:00 PM," "See page 45," "The growth rate
was 8.2%," and "It measured 6 inches" all employ numerals.

Similarly, when numbers are part of a series of comparable items, and one of them requires a
numeral, it is often best to use numerals for all. This promotes consistency within the series. For
example, if you are listing the number of units sold over several months, and some months exceeded
10 units, you would use numerals for all counts to maintain uniformity. Precision is paramount in
these cases.



Consistency in Similar Contexts

A vital aspect of Chicago style how to cite numbers is maintaining consistency within similar
contexts. If you have a list of items where numbers are used, decide on a consistent approach. For
example, if you are discussing the results of a survey where most responses are above 10, you might
opt to use numerals for all responses to reflect the quantitative nature of the data, even for numbers
below 10. Conversely, if you are describing a narrative scenario where small quantities are
important, spelling them out might be more appropriate.

The key is to avoid jarring transitions within the same document or even the same section. Readers
expect a predictable pattern, and breaking that pattern unnecessarily can detract from the clarity of
your writing. When in doubt, consult your specific style guide or instructor for clarification, as some
fields or publications may have slightly different preferences.

Citing Specific Numerical Elements

Certain types of numerical information have established conventions in Chicago style, often
requiring the use of numerals for clarity and precision. These include dates, times, measurements,
and currency. Understanding these specific categories ensures that you are applying the rules
correctly.

Dates and Times

In Chicago style, dates and times are almost universally rendered in numerals. This applies to
specific dates, years, and times of day. For dates, the format is typically month day, year. For
example, "June 14, 1777," "the year 1984," or "at 9:30 AM." Consistency in formatting dates and
times is crucial for academic and historical documents.

When referring to centuries, however, Chicago style typically spells them out. For instance, "the
eighteenth century" or "the twenty-first century." Decades are also often spelled out, such as "the
1920s" or "the eighties." This distinction between specific date/time references and broader periods
is an important nuance in Chicago style number usage.

Page Numbers, Chapters, and Sections

Page numbers, chapter numbers, and section numbers are always presented using numerals in
Chicago style. This is for straightforward identification and referencing. For example, "Refer to page
78," "Chapter 3," or "Section 2.1.4." When citing multiple pages, use an en dash (-) between the
numbers, such as "pages 112-119."

When citing specific editions of books or documents, the edition number is also presented as a
numeral. For instance, "the third edition" would be written as "the 3rd ed." This ensures that the



reference is unambiguous and easy to locate for the reader trying to find the source material.
Precision in these references is critical for academic integrity.

Measurements and Quantities

Measurements, including distances, weights, temperatures, and dimensions, are generally expressed
using numerals. This is standard practice across most citation styles to convey precise quantitative
data. For example, "5 kilometers," "25 kilograms," "10 degrees Celsius," or "a 10-foot pole."

When measurements are used adjectivally before a noun, they are often hyphenated. For example, "a
6-foot-tall man" or "a 5-pound bag." Fractions are also typically represented by numerals when they
are part of a measurement or specific quantity, such as "1/2 cup" or "3.5 meters." However, simple,
common fractions that don't involve precise measurement, like "a third of the way," might be spelled
out, though this is less common in formal academic writing.

Currency and Percentages

Currency amounts and percentages are always expressed using numerals for clarity and accuracy.
For example, "$50," "£25.99," or "10%." When referring to large sums of money or specific
percentages in statistical data, numerals are essential for precise communication. Be sure to include
the appropriate currency symbol or abbreviation.

For large round numbers, Chicago style offers flexibility. You can either spell them out (e.g., "one
million dollars") or use numerals (e.g., "$1,000,000"). However, if you are comparing numbers, using
numerals for all will maintain consistency. For instance, comparing "$500" and "$1,500" is clearer
than comparing "five hundred dollars" and "$1,500." The context often dictates the most appropriate
presentation.

Handling Large Numbers and Percentages

Large numbers and percentages often appear in contexts such as statistics, economics, or scientific
data, where precision is paramount. Chicago style provides specific guidance to ensure these figures
are presented clearly and effectively, maintaining readability and accuracy. Proper handling of these
numerical concepts is a core component of Chicago style guidelines for numbers.

Approximations vs. Exact Figures

When dealing with very large numbers, Chicago style permits spelling them out if they are
approximations and lend themselves to a more narrative style. For example, "The project cost
several million dollars." However, when precision is required or when comparing numbers, using
numerals is preferred. For instance, "The company's revenue increased from $2.5 million to $3.1



million." This distinction between approximate and exact figures is crucial for conveying the
intended meaning.

For percentages, always use numerals. For example, "The success rate was 95 percent." If you are
referencing a range of percentages, clearly state the numbers. For instance, "The survey results
indicated that between 60% and 75% of respondents agreed." When percentages are used
adjectivally or as part of a statistic, clarity through numerals is key.

Using Commas and Symbols

Commas are used to separate thousands in numerals to enhance readability for numbers of five
digits or more. For example, "1,234" and "56,789,012." This convention applies to all numerals in
Chicago style, ensuring that large figures are easily deciphered. Ensure you are using the correct
punctuation for the region or publication you are writing for, as some international conventions may
differ.

When dealing with currency, always include the appropriate symbol or abbreviation (e.g., $, €, £,
USD, EUR). For percentages, the percent sign (%) is used. Be consistent with the placement of the
symbol and the number. For example, "$1,000,000" and "50%." Avoid ambiguity by clearly denoting
what the numbers represent.

Numbers in Tables and Figures

Tables and figures are visual tools used to present data concisely and effectively. In Chicago style,
the presentation of numbers within these elements follows specific guidelines to ensure clarity,
consistency, and ease of interpretation. Adherence to these principles is essential for effective data
visualization and for meeting the standards of Chicago style citation of numbers.

Consistency in Presentation

Within tables and figures, consistency in numerical presentation is paramount. All similar types of
data should be formatted in the same way. If one column contains figures that require numerals
(e.g., quantities above 10), then all figures in that column, even those below 10, should ideally be
presented as numerals to maintain uniformity. This helps the reader quickly grasp the numerical
patterns and comparisons being made.

When creating tables, ensure that headings clearly indicate what the numbers represent. For
figures, captions should provide all necessary context. The goal is to make the numerical data as
accessible and understandable as possible without requiring the reader to constantly refer back to
the text for clarification. This focus on user experience is a key aspect of good design and citation
practice.



Referring to Tables and Figures in Text

When referring to tables and figures in the main body of your text, use numerals. For example, "As
shown in Table 3," or "Figure 1 illustrates the trend." If you are referring to a specific part of a table
or figure, be precise. For instance, "the data in row 5 of Table 2." This ensures that readers can
easily locate the referenced visual element.

Avoid repeating extensive data from tables or figures in the text. Instead, summarize the key
findings or trends and direct the reader to the visual element for the full details. This creates a more
efficient and engaging reading experience, respecting the reader's time and the purpose of visual
aids. This practice is fundamental to effective scholarly communication.

Common Pitfalls in Chicago Style Number Citation

Navigating the rules for Chicago style how to cite numbers can present challenges, and certain
common errors can detract from the professionalism and clarity of your work. Being aware of these
pitfalls can help you avoid them and ensure your writing meets the standards of the Chicago Manual
of Style.

Inconsistency in Usage

One of the most frequent mistakes is inconsistency. For example, spelling out numbers below 10 in
one sentence and using numerals for similar quantities in another. Another common inconsistency
arises when dealing with series of numbers where the rule for numbers 10 and above is applied
erratically. This lack of uniformity can confuse readers and undermine the perceived rigor of your
research. Always strive for consistency within your document.

Ensure that you apply the rules consistently across similar types of numerical data. For instance, if
you are listing the number of participants in different experimental groups, and some groups have
fewer than 10 participants while others have more, you must decide whether to spell out all numbers
or use numerals for all to maintain consistency within that specific comparison.

Misapplication of the "10 and Above" Rule

While the "spell out one through nine, use numerals for 10 and above" rule is a good starting point,
many writers overlook its exceptions. Forgetting to use numerals for dates, times, page numbers,
measurements, currency, and percentages, or incorrectly applying the rule when two numbers
appear in the same sentence, are common errors. These exceptions are critical for accurate
Chicago style numerical citation.

Pay close attention to the specific contexts where numerals are mandatory, regardless of the
number's value. This includes statistical data, scientific notation, and any instance where precision is



crucial. Over-reliance on the simplified rule without considering these contextual nuances is a
primary source of errors.

Overuse of Numerals or Spelled-Out Numbers

Another pitfall is an imbalance in the use of numerals versus spelled-out numbers. Some writers may
excessively use numerals, making the text appear dense and technical, while others might spell out
too many numbers, leading to awkward phrasing, especially with larger numbers or statistical
figures. The goal is to strike a balance that enhances readability and clarity.

For instance, while "one thousand two hundred thirty-four" is grammatically correct, "1,234" is often
more efficient and easier to process in academic writing. Conversely, writing "5 th birthday
celebration" is less elegant than "fifth birthday celebration." Understanding when each format
serves the reader best is key to mastering Chicago style number citation.

Incorrect Handling of Ordinal Numbers

Ordinal numbers (first, second, third, etc.) also have specific rules. Generally, spell out ordinals
below tenth (e.g., "first," "fifth") and use numerals for tenth and above (e.g., "11th," "25th").
However, exceptions exist, particularly for formal titles, dates, and anniversaries. For example, "the
First Amendment" is capitalized and spelled out, while "June 5" uses numerals. Be mindful of these
distinct conventions.

Ensure you correctly distinguish between cardinal numbers (one, two, three) and ordinal numbers
(first, second, third). Misusing one for the other can lead to confusion. For example, saying "he came
1 of 3" is incorrect; it should be "he was the first of three."

FAQ

Q: How do I cite numbers in the text according to Chicago
style?

A: In Chicago style, the general rule is to spell out numbers one through nine and use numerals for
numbers 10 and above. However, there are many exceptions, especially for dates, times, page
numbers, measurements, currency, and percentages, which are almost always written as numerals.
Consistency within the text is also crucial.

Q: Should I use numerals or spell out large numbers in
Chicago style?

A: For large numbers, Chicago style offers flexibility. If the number is an approximation and lends
itself to a narrative style, you can spell it out (e.g., "several million"). However, for exact figures,
especially when making comparisons or presenting statistical data, using numerals is preferred (e.g.,
"$5,250,000").



Q: How do I cite page numbers in Chicago style?

A: Page numbers are always cited using numerals in Chicago style. For example, you would write
"page 45" or "pages 112-119." If you are citing a range of pages, use an en dash (-) between the
numbers.

Q: What is the Chicago style rule for dates?

A: Dates in Chicago style are consistently written using numerals. The typical format is month day,
year. For example, "July 4, 1776," or "at 2:30 PM." Centuries and decades are usually spelled out,
such as "the nineteenth century" or "the 1990s."

Q: How do I cite percentages in Chicago style?

A: Percentages are always cited using numerals in Chicago style, along with the percent sign (%).
For example, "The interest rate increased by 5%," or "Approximately 75 percent of the sample
showed improvement."

Q: When should I use hyphens with numbers in Chicago style?

A: Hyphens are generally used when numbers function as a compound adjective before a noun. For
instance, "a 10-year-old child" or "a 6-foot-long table." This rule applies to both cardinal and ordinal
numbers used in this adjectival role.

Q: What is the Chicago style for citing fractions?

A: Simple fractions like "one-half" or "two-thirds" can be spelled out, especially when they are
common and not part of precise measurement. However, when fractions are part of a measurement,
statistical data, or require exactness, they are typically written as numerals (e.g., 1/2 cup, 3.75).
Mixed numbers are usually written with numerals (e.g., 3 1/2).

Q: How do I handle numbers that appear together in a
sentence in Chicago style?

A: If two numbers appear in the same sentence, and one is below 10 and the other is 10 or above,
use numerals for both for consistency. For example, instead of writing "five cars and 15 trucks,"
Chicago style advises writing "5 cars and 15 trucks" to maintain uniformity within the sentence.

Q: What are the rules for citing currency in Chicago style?

A: Currency amounts are always cited using numerals, along with the appropriate currency symbol
or abbreviation. For example, "$25," "€50.99," or "100 USD." For very large sums, you can use
numerals with the symbol or spell out the unit (e.g., "$1 million" or "one million dollars").



Q: How do I cite ordinal numbers in Chicago style?

A: Generally, spell out ordinal numbers below tenth (e.g., "first," "fifth," "ninth") and use numerals
for tenth and above (e.g., "10th," "21st," "100th"). However, exceptions exist for formal titles (e.g.,
"the First Amendment") and sometimes for dates.
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