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TECHNICAL BULLETIN 
Decoding the ISO Cleanliness Code 
The ISO cleanliness code is one of the most popular methods of reporting cleanliness values 

from particle count testing, but it can be confusing if you are not familiar with it. There isn’t an 

obvious connection between the size and quantity of incredibly small objects floating in liquid 

and a string of three numbers, but it makes sense once you understand the code.  

 

The ISO 4406 method uses a “preferred number” set, also known as a “Renard series” as 

shorthand for the results. Instead of reciting numbers that from one to seven digits, the results 

are translated into a simple, two-digit number scale. While this is less precise, using codes like 

this provides a “ballpark” number that 

often provides enough detail without 

bogging down communication.  

 

For example, if you wanted to inventory 

a large number of ropes, it is much 

easier to report that there are 17 ropes 

between 50 feet and 75 feet in length 

instead of listing the exact length of 

each one. 

 

Particle counters group their results by 

size. The result is a chart’s worth of 

information, with numbers stretching 

from multiple decimal places to the 

millions. However, practical applications 

like oil analysis don’t need such precise 

results. ISO 4406 prescribes the results 

to be shortened to the codes, and only 

for particles 4, 6 and 14 microns in size.    

 

To the right is a chart similar to the code 

ranges in the ISO 4406 method. Some 

charts are in particles per 1 mL and 

some are in particles per 100 mL, so be 

sure the chart you use is in the same 

format as your particle count results if 

you do your own conversions.  

 

One other consideration is that the ISO 

code results do not address larger 

particle sizes, and this method should 

be used with others when setting a 

maintenance cleanliness strategy. 

 

Scale/Code Number Particle Range per mL 

0 0.00-0.01 

1 0.011-0.02 

2 0.021-0.04 

3 0.041-0.08 

4 0.081-0.16 

5 0.161-0.32 

6 0.321-0.64 

7 0.641-1.3 

8 1.31-2.5 

9 2.51-5 

10 5.1-10 

11 11-20 

12 21-40 

13 41-80 

14 81-160 

15 161-320 

16 321-540 

17 641-1,300 

18 1,301-2,500 

19 2,501-5,000 

20 5,001-10,000 

21 10,001-20,000 

22 20,001-40,000 

23 40,001-80,000 

24 80,001-160,000 

25 160,001-320,000 

26 320,001-640,000 

27 640,001-1,300,000 

28 1,300,001-2,500,000 

>28 More than 2,500,000 
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Example Particle Count Results 

 

Minimum Size Particles per mL ISO Code 

4 m 2,852 19 

6 m 541 16 

10 m 198   

14 m 56 13 

21 m 11   

38 m 1   

70 m 0   

100 m 0   
 

In this example, eight different particle sizes were evaluated by the equipment. By finding the 

range the quantity of particles falls under in the ISO code chart, we are able to identify the ISO 

code number for 4, 6, and 14 microns. The ISO 4406 method requires results for this test to 

be displayed as 19/16/13. Distilling the chart full of numbers into a simple, 3-number list 

makes evaluating the cleanliness of fluids quick and easy.  

 

 


