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SI prefixes

▪ pm (picometre), 
mmol (millimole), 
GΩ (gigaohm), THz 
(terahertz), etc

▪ Part of the SI, use is 
optional

▪ Clear 
communication 
across disciplines

▪ Guards against creation of local units

▪ Sit alongside scientific notation, but arguably more useful



Possible extension of the available range of SI prefixes

Progress in science 
requiring coverage 
of an expanded 
range of magnitudes

Increasing usage in 
communities where 
prefix range is not fit 
for purpose

Ensuring unofficial 
names do not 
become de facto 
adopted

always present

information technology
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Information technology 

▪ Data storage – and the non-SI unit 
‘byte’ – needs prefixes in excess of 
1024, especially with advent of 
quantum computing 

▪ An area where the popular science 
media is active

▪ Yottabyte(s) (412k Google hits), 
Brontobyte(s) (114k), Geopbyte(s) 
(60k), Hellabyte(s) (76k)

▪ IEC prefixes are used significantly less



This discussion is 
real, evolving and 
happening now!



Expanding the range: current usage of symbols

RJC Brown, Measurement, 137 (2019) 339–343



Expanding the range: etymologies of current prefixes

RJC Brown, Measurement, 137 (2019) 339–343

• Last expansion to the range was in 1991



Expanding the range: symbols and names

▪ r, q & b are the only letters not generally in use 
for other units or symbols 

▪ Previous conventions suggest loosely basing 
names on Latin and Greek for 9 and 10 

▪ The choice of names is not actually critical, 
although it seems so before it is made

▪ The important decision is whether an 
expansion to the system is required

▪ There are no negative implications of an 
optional usage addition to the SI, only benefits



Proposals for expanding the range

▪ Further still? Bundecca (B) and bundecto (b) for 1033 and 10-33



An alternative way forward?

▪ A time may come 
where even greater 
range is required 

▪ Ruling out other 
character sets 
(machine readability)

▪ Only option is 
compound, or 
double, prefixes

RJC Brown, Measurement, 140 (2019) 237–239
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base 

quantity 

Addition 
of SI 
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New 
‘counting 
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optional
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Evolution of the SI – challenges of adoption

Lower risk 
actions

Higher risk 
actions



In conclusion – the questions posed

1. Is extension to 
the range of SI 

prefixes required 
currently?

2. Should the 
extension be 

small or large?

Yes

No
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3a. What should 
the symbols and 

names be?

3b. Compound 
prefixes – how to 

implement?

Proposals 
made

𝒙 years


