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The purpose of this chapter is to guide editors on good 
practice in the use of numerals, meaning all indication of 
numbers as Arabic numerals; unless otherwise specified, 
it is assumed below that Arabic numerals are intended. 
Roman numerals are occasionally used in some journals 
and are discussed in a separate section.

When to use numerals in running text
Numerals should be used for all numbers that include a 
decimal point (or a decimal comma in non-English texts).

Numerals should be used whenever a number is followed 
by a unit symbol (for example, kg, m, Ω) or a percentage 
sign (%). Only in exceptional circumstances will a number 
be spelt out followed by its unit, also spelt out in full. One 
obvious exception is numbers that form part of a place 
name (Five Mile Ride, Seven Acre Wood).

Numerals should be used in references to illustrations, 
plates, tables, etc. (for example, Fig. 5). Some journals 
may use Roman numerals for some of these (for example, 
Plate III, Table IV; see the section on Roman numerals). 
The numeral should not be followed by a full point in the 
text unless this is otherwise required by the grammar. In a 
caption, it is normal to use a full point and to start with a 
capital letter (for example, Fig. 5. Stratified basement ice).

Numerals should be used for dates, expressions of 
time, numerical designations, and references to numbered 
material (volumes, pages, sections, etc.) (for example, 2 
January 1994 or, as recommended internationally, 1994-
01-02; 15:15; type 4; p. 633).

In all cases not covered by the above paragraphs, words 
may be used for integral numbers up to and including ten 
(some journals continue to twelve, but only in languages 
in which eleven and twelve are formed differently from the 
following numbers, while others continue to one hundred). 
For larger numbers, numerals should be used (for example, 
five species, 114 measurements). In series containing 
numbers for some of which only words would normally 
be used but including others for which numerals would be 
used, numerals should be used throughout (for example, 
of the 127 fossils, 8 were seriously damaged). Ordinal 
numbers should be similarly treated (for example, third, 
but 130th, 131st, 132nd, 133rd, etc.).

Where possible, avoid beginning a sentence with 
a numeral: rearrange the sentence instead. If this is 
impossible, the word may be used for simple numbers (for 
example, Fifteen people).

When working on paper manuscripts, prevent possible 
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confusion between the numeral 1 and the letter l, preferably 
by indicating “numeral one” or “letter l” in the margin. 
Similarly, avoid confusion between the numeral 0 and the 
capital letter O. This can be done by triple underlining the 
capital. Remember that typesetters cannot be expected to 
determine which is correct from the context of a scientific 
manuscript, and proof corrections cost money.

Journal style will dictate whether a space should be used 
between the number and unit (e.g. 6 ml or 6ml), however 
if a space is use it is good practice for a non-breaking thin 
space to be used. Not only does this ensure that there is a 
clear visual link between number and unit, but it will also 
prevent them splitting over two lines. 

Decimals: very large, very small and very accurate 
numbers 
The decimal sign between digits in a number should be a 
comma (,) or, but only in English texts, a point (.). This is 
the international rule agreed by IUPAP, but the SI (CGPM 
resolution 10, 2003) and ISO 31-0 (amendment 2, 2005) 
specify that the decimal sign be either a comma or a point 
whatever the language is.

To facilitate the reading of long numbers, the digits may 
be placed in groups of three, but it is recommended that 
no comma or point be used except for the decimal sign 
(for example, 1 234 567,890 123), but see section on dates 
below. As with the comment about using non-breaking 
space above, where a space is used here it should also not 
allow the long number to break over two (or more) lines.

Numbers ending with many zeros or with many zeros 
after the decimal sign should either use a word for part of 
the number (for example, 16 million) or use a power of 10 
to reduce the number (for example, 16 × 106). Note that if 
the number precedes a unit, the problem may be avoided 
by using unit prefixes (16 MJ instead of 16 × 106 J). Note 
also that the multiplication sign between numbers, and 
hence in such places, should be a cross (×) or (but only in 
non-English texts) a centred dot (for example, 16 · 10-6). 
Remember, if using words, that billion and all larger 
numbers have different meanings in different countries.

When unit prefixes are used, aim for uniformity within 
one coherent part of the text (be prepared to have, for 
example, 5 g, 50 g, 500 g, and 5000 g rather than insisting 
on 5 kg for the last mass). A similar uniformity is desirable 
when powers of 10 are used.

When using powers of 10, give preference to the third, 
sixth, ninth, twelfth, etc., powers.
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Always place a zero before the decimal sign in a decimal 
number <1 (0,3 or 0.3, not ,3 or .3).

Ratios and quotients
Ratios (or proportions) consist of two or more numbers 
separated by colons (for example, air consists of nitrogen 
and oxygen in the proportions 4:1). Proportions may also 
be expressed as percentages of the whole.

Quotients are mathematically the result of division. 
They may be represented by the appropriate fraction if a 
special sort is available or by the use of the solidus or slant 
line (for example, 8/9). A similar treatment may be given 
to quotients of units (for example, mg/m3) but never with 
more than one solidus. The alternative usage (mg m-3) 
gets over many difficulties but is still unfamiliar in some 
subjects. Note that in this case a thin space separates the 
two units if the first is not raised to a power. This is very 
important in distinguishing m s-1 (metres per second) from 
ms-1 (per millisecond).

Linear dimensions
The linear dimensions of an object are indicated by length 
× width (or breadth) or length × width × height. Preferably, 
each should be correctly given with its numeral and unit 
(for example, 10 m × 5 m × 2 m). If inclusion of the units 
for the first two is thought objectionable, then 10 × 5 × 2 m3 
is allowable; 10 × 5 × 2 m, although common, particularly 
in speech, is dimensionally incorrect. It is nevertheless still 
sometimes used in less precise articles.

Where possible, use of more than one unit of 
measurement in indications of the size of a single item 
should be avoided. Do not indicate length in metres, width 
in decimetres and height in centimetres!

The multiplication sign between measurements 
consisting of numeral plus unit should always be the cross 
(x) or, more precisely, the special multiplication sign (×). 
The same applies if, in imprecise work, the units are omitted 
before each multiplication sign.

Dates
Years in dates should be written as numerals without 
grouping into threes (for example, a.d. 1996, 3300 b.c.), 
but time measurements are distinct from dates and should 
be treated normally (for example, this dates from about           
30 000 b.p.).

Dates should be given either in the form recommended 
by ISO, that is, in descending order (for example, 2003-
01-02) or as day-month-year with the month spelt out 
(for example, 2 January 2003). If the ISO system is used, 
the date can be followed by the time (for example, 2003-
06-08T10:00). Use of the order month-day-year is to be 
discouraged, as is the use of Roman numerals for months. 
When a sequence is being expressed, an en rule (that is, a 
dash the width of the letter n) should be used, for example, 
2001–2003. Some journals use a style that omits repeated 
digits (2001–3) or all but the last two digits of the second 
number (2001–03). These styles are also used in other cases 
(p. 633–5 or p. 633–35). A journal should be consistent in 
adopting one or other of these rules. A solidus should not be 

used for such purposes; it may be used for a year that does 
not begin and end with the calendar year (for example, the 
UK income tax year 2002/03). If an era must be specified, 
this should be done in small capitals, for example, a.d. 
2003). a.d. always precedes the year; b.c. and b.p. follow the 
years (for example, 185–122 b.c.).

Superior and inferior numerals
Superior numerals are used:
1. in mathematical expressions (for example, 106); 
2. to indicate units in terms of powers of other units (for 

example, those of area, m2, volume, m3, or acceleration, 
m s-2);

3. in symbols for chemical elements, nuclides and 
particles, where the mass number is put to the left of the 
element symbol (for example, 14C, 268Pb) and a number 
and a symbol sign indicating a state of ionization is put 
to the right (for example, F-, Ca2+). A similar indication 
is used for the charge of particles (for example, e+, e-, 
p+, p-, po). Coordination numbers are also put to the 
right as superiors in parentheses;

4. for oxidation numbers expressed as Roman numerals 
(for example, K6M

IVMo9O32);
5. in spectroscopy, on the left to indicate the spin 

multiplicity 2S+1 (for example, 2P) or the equivalent 
molecular spin multiplicity (for example, 3P), on the 
right to indicate the number of electrons in an atomic 
configuration (for example, (1s)2(2s)2(2p)3);

6. by analogy with (1) and (2) above, to indicate the 
inverse of a function (for example, tan-1q instead of 
arctan q, sinh-1x instead of arsinhx, log-1x);

7. in some journals to refer to footnotes. Such a reference 
should usually be placed after any punctuation or 
quotation marks and should not follow a numeral 
or unit symbol, for danger of confusion with other 
uses. An alternative method of referring to footnotes 
is to use the sequence asterisk (*), obelisk (†), double 
obelisk (‡), followed if necessary by §, ║, ¶, and then 
the same signs duplicated. This avoids the problem of 
footnotes being mistaken for cases (1), (2), and (3) 
above, but the asterisk and obelisk, which are used in 
mathematics for complex conjugate and Hermitian 
conjugate (for example, z*, A†

ij), have their own risks; 
8. in some journals for references, whether these are 

footnotes or grouped at the end of each paper. This 
carries the same dangers as (7) above, and is one 
of several arguments against this system of giving 
references. This particular difficulty can be overcome 
by putting numerals in parentheses (3) or in full-sized 
brackets [3].

Inferior numerals are used:
1. primarily in chemical formulae to indicate the number 

of atoms in a molecule (for example, H2O, where they 
are to the right of the chemical element symbol);

2. if desired, to indicate the atomic number of a nuclide; 
this should be to the left of the symbol (for example,12

6C, 
268

82Pb);
3. in spectroscopy to indicate the total angular 

momentum quantum number J or j (for example, 2P3/2 
where J = 3/2 multiplicity 2; p3/2: electron for which j 
= 3/2);

4. in various mathematical symbols (for example, log10) 
and symbols for physical quantities (for example, L12 
for mutual inductance between circuits 1 and 2, t1/2 for 
half life);

5. in algebraic working to specify particular values of an 
algebraic symbol (for example, x0, y1);

6. to indicate different states of a system, for which 
inferior roman numerals should be used.

When working on paper manuscripts, indicate superior 
or inferior characters in the margin of the manuscript 
by (for example) “sup.” or “inf.” Instructions of this kind 
should always be circled. In the text, the appropriate mark 
should be placed above or below the character according 
to the standard adopted in the country or according to a 
system agreed with the typesetter.

Occasionally, in algebraic working, superiors and 
inferiors to superiors and inferiors occur (for example, ex2). 
These should be avoided if at all possible, for example, by 
using instead exp (x2).

Typeface problems with numerals
While there are many typefaces of numerals, the important 
division is between non-ranging numerals and ranging 
numerals. Non-ranging numerals range differently, that is, 
like lowercase letters, they are not all the same height; 6 and 
8 go higher and 3, 4, 5, 7 and 9 lower than the letter m in the 
same point size, whereas ranging numerals are all the same 
height. The two should not be mixed in the same journal, 
though some difficulty may be experienced with special 
sort fractions, which are usually ranging.

If ranging numerals are being used, these will be of 
capital letter height. Problems then arise if numerals occur 
in a line that is to be set in small capitals (for example, 
a running headline or the title of a table). This can be 
overcome by using a smaller typeface (for example, 8-point 
numerals among 10-point small capitals).

If non-ranging numerals are being used, superiors of 
numerals that descend below the line may be misread, 
particularly if they follow a capital letter (for example, P3).

Roman numerals
Roman numerals are usually expressed in Roman capital 
letters (for example, I, IV, XI).

In general italic working, use italic capital letters for 
Roman numerals.

Sections are sometimes numbered with lower-case 
Roman numerals, either Roman or italic, sometimes in 
parentheses.

Do not use four repeated symbols (that is, use IV not 
IIII, XL not XXXX, CD not CCCC).

The sequence of letters is I = 1, V = 5, X = 10, L = 50, C = 
100, D = 500, M = 1000, X = 10 000, C = 1 000 000. When 
using lowercase Roman numerals, use i as the symbol for 1 
throughout, not, for example, iij.

Avoidance of dimensionally meaningless statements
When inserting numerical data into algebraic working, 
especially where functions are involved, remember that 
a numeral followed by a unit normally has dimensions 
and cannot therefore be inserted into a function that has 
expression as a power series. Thus, log x is sensible only if x 
is dimensionless: log 3 has meaning, but log (3 m) does not.

If numerical data are to be printed in an algebraic 
formula with dimensions, both number and unit must be 
inserted (for example, if we substitute 5 g for the mass F 
= ma, we would write F = (5 g)a, not F = 5a. See also the 
section on dates above).

Other problems concerning numerals
Numerals are also used for numbering volumes, issues, pages, 
illustrations, tables, etc., within a journal and in references 
to other works. Other questions of style arise here; however, 
these are best dealt with as aspects of other general editorial 
decisions and are therefore not covered here.
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