
Why a Billion Is Not the Same Everywhere: Short
Scale vs Long Scale
Numbers that sound the same often mean different things depending on where you are. A
billion in the United States is a thousand million. In much of Europe, a billion is a million million.
That difference is not a casual rounding error. It reflects two separate naming systems: the
short scale and the long scale. Understanding which system you are looking at is essential
when you read international financial reports, scientific data, or historical documents that use
large numbers.

The short scale is the system used in the United States, and it has spread widely through
English-speaking countries and financial markets. It defines each new name as a thousand
times the previous one. So a thousand millions become a billion, a thousand billions become a
trillion, and so on. The long scale, by contrast, defines each new name as a million times the
previous one. That means a billion in the long scale is a million millions, which is a thousand
times larger than a short-scale billion. The two systems diverge dramatically once you pass a
million.

How the Two Systems Work
Both systems start the same way: a million is 106 (a one followed by six zeros). The split
happens at the next level. In the short scale, a billion is 109. In the long scale, a billion is 1012.
The long scale also inserts an extra name between million and billion: the milliard, which
equals 109 and matches the short-scale billion. So the long scale uses "milliard" for what the
short scale calls "billion," and reserves "billion" for a much larger number.

This pattern continues upward. A short-scale trillion is 1012, which in the long scale is a billion.
A short-scale quadrillion is 1015, which in the long scale is a billiard. The naming gets
confusing fast, especially when you read older British texts or continental European sources.
The United Kingdom officially switched to the short scale in 1974, but many older documents
and some publications still use the long scale.

Where Each System Is Used

The short scale is standard in the United States, Canada (mostly), Australia, New Zealand, and
most English-speaking countries. It is also the default in international finance and scientific
publishing. The long scale is used in continental Europe, much of Latin America, and parts of
Africa and the Middle East. Some countries, such as Brazil and France, have officially adopted
the long scale, though everyday usage can vary. The United Kingdom, Ireland, and South Africa



now use the short scale for official purposes, but older generations may still think in long-scale
terms.

The difference matters most when you cross borders with a number. A US company reporting
a billion-dollar profit means 109 dollars. A French company reporting the same figure in French
means 1012 dollars unless it explicitly converts to short-scale conventions. That is a thousand-
fold difference, large enough to turn a healthy profit into a fantasy or a disaster.

How to Tell Which System a Number Uses
If the number is written in digits with commas or spaces, the system does not matter:
1,000,000,000 is one billion in the short scale and one milliard in the long scale. The problem
arises when only the word form is given. A few clues can help:

If the text uses "milliard" at all, it is almost certainly the long scale, because the short
scale does not use that term.

If the text uses "billion" for a number that would logically be 109 in context, it is
probably short scale.

Historical documents from before the mid-20th century in English may use the long
scale, especially British sources before 1974.

Scientific and financial publications usually state the scale explicitly, or they avoid
ambiguity by using exponents.

When in doubt, look at how the author treats the next level up. If a trillion is described as a
thousand billion, that is the short scale. If a trillion is a million billion, that is the long scale.

Why It Matters for Everyday Reading
You do not need to be a mathematician to run into this problem. National budgets, corporate
valuations, and population figures all use large numbers. If you read that a country's GDP is two
billion, you need to know which billion the writer means. The same applies to scientific
constants, such as distances in light-years or the number of cells in a human body. Misreading
the scale can throw off a calculation by several orders of magnitude.

The short scale is simpler for arithmetic because each step is a clean factor of a thousand.
The long scale is more symmetrical in its naming pattern: the -illion names (billion, trillion,
quadrillion) each represent a million times the previous -illion, and the intermediate names
(milliard, billiard, trilliard) represent a thousand times the previous -illion. Some people find the
long scale more logical for that reason, but the short scale has won out in most practical
settings because of American economic and scientific influence.



How Many Zeros in a Decillion?
The question "How Many Zeros in a Decillion?" is a perfect example of why the scale matters.
In the short scale, a decillion has 33 zeros (1033). In the long scale, a decillion has 60 zeros
(1060). The difference is enormous. If you look up that number online without knowing which
system the source uses, you might get the wrong answer by a factor of 1027. That is why sites
like How Many Zeros in a Decillion? exist: they clarify the naming convention so you do not
have to guess. The site explains how many zeros large number names contain and how those
numbers are written, ordered, and compared across naming systems.

To be safe, always check the convention when you encounter a large number name in a
language or country that may use a different system. Many dictionaries and style guides now
specify which scale they follow. Financial reports often use the short scale by default, but
European Union documents may use the long scale. If the source is bilingual, the same number
might be spelled out in both scales to avoid confusion.

Practical Tips for Readers
If you read a number like "one billion" and you are not sure which system is in play, look for a
few small clues. The presence of the word "milliard" is a dead giveaway for the long scale. The
date of the publication matters: anything before about 1950 in English is likely long scale
unless it is American. The subject also helps: astronomy and particle physics almost always
use the short scale or scientific notation. Budgets and economics may go either way, so check
the country of origin.

When you write your own numbers, it is good practice to state the scale or use scientific
notation for very large figures. For example, writing "109" or "1,000,000,000" leaves no room for
misinterpretation. If you must use words, specify "short-scale billion" or "long-scale billion" the
first time it appears. That small effort can save your readers a lot of head-scratching.

The Bottom Line
The short scale and long scale are two different ways to name powers of ten. The short scale
is simpler and more common globally, but the long scale persists in many regions and in older
texts. Knowing which one you are dealing with is a basic skill for anyone who reads numbers
across cultures. The next time you see a headline about a billion-dollar deal or a trillion-dollar
debt, pause and ask yourself: which billion, and which trillion? The answer might change how
you understand the story.

https://howmanyzeros.org/how-many-zeros-in-a-decillion/

