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The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a foundational text for writers, editors, and
publishers, particularly within academic and scholarly disciplines. Understanding its
guidelines on attribution is paramount to academic integrity and professional credibility.
Improper attribution, whether intentional or accidental, can have severe repercussions,
undermining the trust between author and reader and potentially leading to accusations of
plagiarism or academic dishonesty. This comprehensive article delves into the critical
aspects of correct attribution as prescribed by the Chicago Manual, exploring common
pitfalls, ethical considerations, and best practices to ensure scholarly rigor. We will examine
the nuances of citation styles, the importance of intellectual honesty, and the
consequences of failing to properly acknowledge sources.
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What Constitutes Improper Attribution in the
Chicago Manual?

Improper attribution, in the context of the Chicago Manual of Style, encompasses a range of
practices that fail to acknowledge the origin of ideas, words, or data borrowed from another
source. It’s not solely about direct word-for-word copying; it extends to paraphrasing
without proper citation, presenting others’ research findings as one’s own, and even
misrepresenting the extent or nature of borrowed material. The Chicago Manual of Style, in
its extensive guidelines, emphasizes clarity and accuracy in giving credit where it is due.
Failure to do so fundamentally violates the principles of academic and intellectual honesty.

Defining Plagiarism and Its Forms

Plagiarism is a core concern when discussing improper attribution. The Chicago Manual
defines plagiarism broadly, encompassing the act of presenting someone else's work or
ideas as one’s own, with or without their intent. This can manifest in several ways,
including:

Direct copying of text without quotation marks and citation.



Paraphrasing or summarizing another author’s ideas without attribution.

Using data, statistics, or unique concepts from a source without acknowledging its
origin.

Self-plagiarism, which involves re-using one’s own previously published work without
proper re-attribution, often in contexts where originality is expected.

Mosaic plagiarism, where phrases or sentences from a source are interwoven with
one's own writing without clear indication of the source material.

The Significance of Source Integrity

Maintaining source integrity is a cornerstone of scholarly communication. When authors fail
to attribute correctly, they not only commit an ethical breach but also distort the
intellectual landscape by obscuring the lineage of ideas. The Chicago Manual stresses that
every piece of information, whether a direct quote, a paraphrase, or a statistic, that is not
common knowledge must be attributed to its original source. This allows readers to verify
the information, explore the original context, and understand the foundation upon which
the current work is built. The credibility of the author and the publication hinges on this
meticulous attention to detail.

Ethical Imperatives of Proper Attribution

The ethical dimension of proper attribution is paramount and extends far beyond mere
stylistic compliance. It is about respecting intellectual property, fostering an environment of
honesty, and contributing to the cumulative growth of knowledge in a transparent manner.
The Chicago Manual of Style, while a guide for stylistic consistency, is deeply rooted in
these ethical principles.

Respect for Intellectual Property

At its heart, proper attribution is a recognition of intellectual property rights. Authors invest
time, effort, and creativity into their work. Failing to attribute their contributions is akin to
theft of their intellectual labor. The Chicago Manual, through its detailed citation
requirements, ensures that the contributions of original thinkers are acknowledged, thereby
upholding the principles of fairness and respect within the academic and publishing
communities. This respect is fundamental to the collaborative and iterative nature of
knowledge creation.



Promoting Academic Honesty and Transparency

Academic honesty is built on a foundation of truthfulness and integrity. Proper attribution is
a direct manifestation of this principle. By clearly indicating the sources of information and
ideas, authors demonstrate transparency, allowing readers to follow the author’s
intellectual journey and assess the evidence supporting their claims. This transparency
builds trust and ensures that the academic discourse remains robust and reliable. The
Chicago Manual’s emphasis on consistent and accurate citation practices directly supports
this ethical imperative.

Avoiding the Appearance of Deception

Even unintentional errors in attribution can create the appearance of deception, damaging
an author’s reputation. The Chicago Manual’s clear guidelines serve as a safeguard against
such misinterpretations. Adhering to its principles minimizes the risk of accidental
plagiarism and ensures that the author’s work is perceived as genuine and ethically sound.
This prevents misunderstandings and maintains the author’s standing within their field.

Common Errors in Chicago Style Attribution

While the Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidance, several common
errors can arise when implementing its attribution rules. These mistakes often stem from a
misunderstanding of the requirements or a lack of diligence in the citation process.

Inconsistent or Incomplete Citations

One of the most frequent issues is the inconsistency in applying citation rules. This might
involve variations in the format of notes or bibliographical entries, or the omission of
essential publication details. For example, forgetting to include the publisher or date of
publication in a bibliography entry, or inconsistently numbering footnotes, can lead to
improper attribution. The Chicago Manual’s two main citation systems—notes-bibliography
and author-date—each have specific requirements that must be followed meticulously to
avoid such inconsistencies.

Misinterpreting “Common Knowledge”

Attribution is not required for information that is considered “common knowledge” within a
particular field or for the general public. However, the line between common knowledge
and information that requires attribution can be blurry. Relying on a source for a piece of
information that is not widely known or readily verifiable without consulting a source, and
failing to cite it, constitutes improper attribution. For instance, a specific statistic or a niche



historical fact, even if presented in a widely read book, still requires attribution.

Inadequate Paraphrasing and Summarization

Paraphrasing and summarizing require more than just changing a few words. Ethical
paraphrasing involves restating the original idea in entirely new sentence structures and
wording, while still providing a clear citation. Improper paraphrasing occurs when an author
changes only a few words or rearranges the sentence structure slightly while keeping the
original phrasing largely intact, and fails to cite it properly. Similarly, summarizing a
complex argument without giving credit to the original theorist is a form of improper
attribution.

Attributing Indirect Sources Incorrectly

When a work refers to another work that it did not consult directly (e.g., citing a quotation
from Smith that was quoted in Jones), it is considered an indirect source. The Chicago
Manual advises citing the source that was actually consulted (Jones) while indicating that
the information was obtained indirectly. Failing to do so, or attempting to cite the original
source (Smith) without having read it, is a common attribution error that compromises
accuracy and transparency.

Consequences of Improper Attribution

The repercussions of improper attribution can be significant, impacting an author’s
reputation, academic standing, and even professional career. These consequences
underscore the critical importance of adhering to established citation standards like those
set forth by the Chicago Manual of Style.

Academic Penalties

In academic settings, improper attribution, particularly when it constitutes plagiarism, can
lead to severe penalties. These can range from a failing grade on an assignment or course
to suspension or even expulsion from an institution. Universities and academic bodies have
strict policies against academic dishonesty, and proper citation is a fundamental
requirement for all submitted work. The Chicago Manual serves as a benchmark for these
institutions.

Damage to Reputation and Credibility



Beyond academic repercussions, improper attribution can irrevocably damage an author’s
reputation. Once an accusation of plagiarism or intellectual dishonesty is leveled, it can be
difficult to regain trust within a professional or academic community. Publishers are often
hesitant to work with authors who have a history of such issues, and colleagues may
question the integrity of their future work. This erosion of credibility can hinder career
advancement and limit opportunities.

Legal Ramifications

In some instances, improper attribution can lead to legal consequences, especially when
copyright infringement is involved. While citation errors are often addressed within
academic or publishing ethics, outright theft of copyrighted material without proper
authorization or attribution can result in lawsuits and financial penalties. Understanding the
legal implications alongside ethical ones is crucial for any writer or researcher.

Best Practices for Adhering to Chicago Manual
Attribution Guidelines

To effectively navigate the complexities of attribution and uphold the standards set by the
Chicago Manual of Style, adopting specific best practices is essential. These practices focus
on diligence, understanding, and systematic application of citation rules.

Thorough Understanding of Chicago Style

The first and most crucial step is to gain a deep understanding of the Chicago Manual of
Style itself, particularly its sections on citation, notes, and bibliographies. Familiarize
yourself with both the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system,
understanding when each is appropriate. This involves consulting the latest edition of the
manual and any supplementary resources it recommends. Knowing the rules is the
foundation for applying them correctly.

Meticulous Record-Keeping During Research

As you conduct research, maintain a detailed and organized system for tracking all sources.
For every piece of information you gather—direct quotes, paraphrased ideas, data,
images—immediately record the full bibliographic information of the source. This includes
author, title, publication date, publisher, page numbers, URLs, and access dates for online
materials. This proactive approach prevents last-minute scrambling and significantly
reduces the risk of accidental omissions or misattributions.

When taking notes, it is highly beneficial to:



Use clear markers to distinguish direct quotes from paraphrased ideas.

For direct quotes, always note the exact page number(s) from which the quote was
taken.

For paraphrased or summarized ideas, note the page number(s) where the original
idea can be found.

When encountering an indirect source, make a note of this to ensure correct citation
later.

Consistent Application of Citation Formats

Once you have a solid understanding of the rules and have maintained good records, the
next step is consistent application. Whether you are using footnotes, endnotes, or in-text
citations (for the author-date system), ensure that the format is identical for every source
of a similar type. Likewise, maintain uniformity in your bibliography. Small inconsistencies
can detract from the professionalism of your work and may signal a lack of attention to
detail.

Regular Review and Proofreading

Before submitting any work, dedicate time to thoroughly reviewing and proofreading all
citations. This includes checking that every piece of borrowed material is attributed, that all
citations in the text correspond to entries in the bibliography, and that the formatting
adheres strictly to the Chicago Manual. Reading your work aloud can sometimes help catch
errors that might otherwise be missed. It is also advisable to have a peer or colleague
review your citations if possible.

The Role of Plagiarism Detection Software

In the digital age, plagiarism detection software has become an indispensable tool for
authors, educators, and publishers. While it should not be seen as a substitute for
understanding and applying proper citation methods, it serves as a valuable aid in
identifying potential issues related to improper attribution. The Chicago Manual of Style,
while not dictating the use of specific software, implicitly supports the goal of ensuring
originality and proper credit.

How Detection Software Works



Plagiarism detection software operates by comparing submitted text against a vast
database of existing published works, academic papers, and internet content. It identifies
matching phrases, sentences, or even larger passages that are not properly attributed. The
software then generates a report highlighting these potential areas of concern, often
assigning a similarity score.

Limitations and Best Use Cases

It is crucial to understand that plagiarism detection software is not infallible. It cannot
definitively determine intent, nor can it distinguish between intentional plagiarism and
accidental oversights or correctly quoted material that lacks quotation marks. Therefore,
the reports generated by such software should be interpreted critically. They are most
effective when used as a guide to flag areas that require closer manual inspection by the
author or editor to verify whether proper attribution has indeed been provided.

Integrating Software with Manual Review

The most effective approach is to integrate the use of plagiarism detection software with a
diligent manual review process. After running a document through the software, an author
or editor should meticulously examine each flagged passage. This involves verifying that all
direct quotes are properly enclosed in quotation marks and cited, that all paraphrased or
summarized ideas are correctly attributed, and that common knowledge is not being
flagged unnecessarily. This dual approach ensures both technological accuracy and human
judgment.

Attribution in Digital and Multimedia Contexts

The proliferation of digital content and multimedia formats presents new challenges and
nuances for attribution. The principles of proper sourcing and intellectual honesty remain
the same, but their application requires adaptation to these evolving mediums. The
Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance, and adherence to these updated principles is
crucial for maintaining ethical standards in digital scholarship.

Citing Online Sources

Attributing online sources requires attention to details specific to the digital environment.
This includes providing stable URLs or DOIs (Digital Object Identifiers) whenever possible,
as web pages can change or disappear. The Chicago Manual emphasizes including access
dates for online sources, acknowledging that the content may be dynamic. Proper citation
allows readers to locate and verify the information accessed online, just as they would a
print source.



Attributing Images, Audio, and Video

When incorporating images, audio clips, or video segments into scholarly or creative works,
proper attribution is equally vital. This involves identifying the creator, the source or
platform where the media was found, and any relevant copyright or licensing information.
For visual materials, a descriptive caption that includes citation details is standard practice.
For audio and video, a clear indication of the origin and creator is necessary, often
accompanying the media or in accompanying notes.

Ethical Considerations in Digital Sharing

The ease with which digital content can be shared also heightens the importance of ethical
attribution. Authors must be mindful of copyright restrictions and the terms of use
associated with various platforms. Reusing or remixing digital content without proper
acknowledgment or permission can lead to ethical breaches and legal issues. The Chicago
Manual’s principles guide responsible engagement with the vast resources available online,
ensuring that intellectual contributions are recognized regardless of the medium.

The Chicago Manual’s commitment to ethical scholarship is unwavering, and its detailed
guidance on attribution is a testament to this. By understanding and implementing these
principles, writers can ensure the integrity of their work and contribute responsibly to the
ongoing exchange of ideas.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the notes-
bibliography and author-date systems in the Chicago
Manual of Style concerning attribution?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are referenced. The notes-bibliography
system uses footnotes or endnotes for the first citation of a source, with subsequent
citations becoming shortened. A full bibliography is included at the end of the work. The
author-date system uses parenthetical in-text citations (Author Last Name, Year, Page
Number) and a corresponding reference list at the end of the work, which includes all
sources cited.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style address the ethics
of self-plagiarism?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style addresses self-plagiarism. While it is generally
permissible to reuse one's own previously published material, it must be clearly indicated
through appropriate citation if the context suggests originality is expected, such as in a new
publication or dissertation. Failing to do so can mislead readers into believing the material
is entirely new.



Q: What are the ethical implications of paraphrasing
without proper attribution according to the Chicago
Manual?
A: Paraphrasing without proper attribution, even if the words are changed, is considered
plagiarism. Ethically, it misrepresents the original author's ideas and contributions as one's
own. The Chicago Manual requires that the source of any paraphrased idea or information
be clearly acknowledged to maintain intellectual honesty and provide readers with the
ability to trace the origin of the ideas.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style advise on
attributing indirect sources?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style advises citing the source that you have actually consulted,
even if it contains material from another source. For example, if you quote or paraphrase
an idea from Author A as it appears in a work by Author B, you should cite Author B’s work
and indicate that the material was obtained indirectly. This ensures accuracy and
transparency about the research process.

Q: What is the role of a bibliography according to the
Chicago Manual's attribution guidelines?
A: In the notes-bibliography system, the bibliography provides a comprehensive list of all
sources consulted in the preparation of the work, arranged alphabetically by author’s last
name. It serves as a complete reference for the reader to identify and locate the works that
have informed the author’s research and arguments, complementing the detailed citations
provided in the notes.

Q: Is it ever acceptable to not cite a source when using
information from it?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style, and generally academic ethics, dictate that a source must
be cited if the information is not considered common knowledge within the relevant
audience or field. This includes direct quotations, paraphrased ideas, statistics, data, and
unique theories or arguments. If there is any doubt, it is always safer and more ethical to
cite the source.

Q: What constitutes "common knowledge" in the
context of attribution as defined by the Chicago
Manual?
A: Common knowledge refers to facts or information that are widely known and can be
found in numerous general sources without attribution. Examples include widely accepted
historical dates, well-known literary characters, or basic scientific principles understood by



a general audience. However, specialized knowledge or specific interpretations of facts,
even if readily available, generally require citation.
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