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chicago manual of style academic paper geographic considerations are paramount for ensuring clarity,
accuracy, and scholarly rigor in academic writing, particularly when dealing with topics that have a spatial
dimension. The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a comprehensive set of guidelines that address how
authors should represent and reference geographic information within their work, whether it's a history essay,
a geography dissertation, or a sociology research paper. This article delves deeply into the specific nuances of
applying CMOS to geographic elements, covering everything from place-name conventions and the correct
formatting of geographical data to the citation of sources that contain geographical information. We will
explore how to effectively integrate maps, figures, and tables that illustrate geographic phenomena, and how
to ensure that all geographic references are precise and consistently presented according to Chicago's
authoritative standards. Understanding these principles is crucial for any academic researcher aiming for
publication or seeking to meet the high standards expected in scholarly discourse.
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Understanding Geographic References in Academic Papers

When embarking on an academic paper that involves geographic elements, the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS)
serves as an indispensable guide for authors. Its extensive rules ensure that information pertaining to
locations, regions, and spatial relationships is presented with the utmost clarity and consistency. This is
especially critical in disciplines such as geography, history, political science, and anthropology, where the
precise identification and contextualization of place are fundamental to the research. CMOS offers guidance on
everything from the straightforward naming of cities and countries to the more complex representation of
geographical data.

The overarching goal of CMOS in this context is to eliminate ambiguity and facilitate easy comprehension for
the reader, regardless of their familiarity with the specific geographic areas discussed. It provides a
standardized framework that allows scholars to communicate complex spatial ideas effectively, ensuring
that the reader can accurately visualize and understand the geographic scope of the research. This
standardization also aids in the discoverability and citability of the work, as consistent formatting makes it
easier for databases and other scholars to locate and reference specific geographic information.

Place Names and Their Representation

The correct rendering of place names is a cornerstone of clear geographic communication in academic writing.
CMOS offers specific advice on how to handle variations in spelling, the inclusion of state or country names,
and the use of common versus formal designations. Generally, the manual advocates for using the most current
and widely accepted English spelling for place names, unless there is a compelling scholarly reason to use an
alternative. This often means consulting authoritative geographical gazetteers or official government
sources for the region in question.



Standardization of Place Names

When a place name might be ambiguous or unfamiliar to a broad academic audience, CMOS recommends providing
clarifying information. For instance, when mentioning a city, it is often advisable to include the state or
province and country, especially if the city name is common or the context is international. This might look like
"Springfield, Illinois, USA" or "Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada." The manual also addresses the use of
former or alternative names, suggesting that if a place is historically known by a different name, that older
name should be provided in parentheses upon first mention, for example, "St. Petersburg (formerly Leningrad)."

Foreign Place Names

Handling foreign place names requires careful attention to established transliteration standards or the most
common English renderings. CMOS generally advises adhering to the conventions used by the U.S. Board on
Geographic Names for placenames within the United States and its territories. For international locations, it
often recommends following the prevailing usage in English-language scholarship or consulting specialized
dictionaries and atlases. When dealing with languages that use non-Latin scripts, consistent transliteration
is crucial, and authors may need to establish their chosen system and adhere to it throughout the paper. For
example, the decision to transliterate "Beijing" as "Peking" is a historical choice that CMOS would guide an
author to address with consistency.

Administrative Divisions

The representation of administrative divisions, such as states, provinces, counties, and municipalities, also
falls under CMOS guidelines. The manual suggests using standard abbreviations for common administrative
units when appropriate, but often prefers the full name for clarity, especially in formal academic prose. For
example, "California" is generally preferred over "Calif." in narrative text. When referring to multiple divisions,
consistency is key. The manual also provides guidance on how to refer to governmental bodies associated with
specific geographic areas, ensuring that such references are accurate and unambiguous.

Formatting Geographic Coordinates and Measurements

The precise representation of geographic coordinates and measurements is vital for replicability and accuracy
in academic research. CMOS offers guidance on how to format latitude and longitude, as well as units of
distance and area, to ensure that this data is presented clearly and professionally. Misrepresenting these
details can lead to confusion or even misinterpretation of findings.

Latitude and Longitude Notation

When citing latitude and longitude, CMOS generally recommends using the degree-minute-second system or the
decimal degree system, with consistency being the most important factor. For example, 40° 42′ 30″ N, 74° 00′
00″ W (degrees, minutes, seconds) or 40.7083° N, 74.0000° W (decimal degrees). The manual also specifies the
punctuation and symbols to be used, such as the degree symbol (°), apostrophe (′) for minutes, and double
apostrophe (″) for seconds. It is crucial to clearly indicate whether the coordinates are North/South
latitude and East/West longitude. The orientation (e.g., N, S, E, W) should be clearly stated.



Units of Distance and Area

CMOS also provides recommendations for the representation of units of distance and area. While the manual
traditionally favored the use of Imperial units in American contexts, it acknowledges the increasing prevalence
and scholarly preference for the metric system. Authors are advised to be consistent with their choice of units
within a given paper and to clearly state the units used. If switching between systems, conversions should be
provided. For example, a paper might discuss a region of "1,500 square kilometers (approximately 580 square
miles)." The style for abbreviations of units (e.g., km, mi, km²) should also be consistent with CMOS guidelines.

Citing Geographic Data and Sources

The accurate and thorough citation of sources that contain geographic data is as important as the data
itself. CMOS outlines specific methods for citing various types of geographic resources, ensuring that readers
can verify the information and consult the original sources. This includes everything from historical maps to
contemporary satellite imagery and statistical geographic databases.

Citing Maps and Atlases

When citing maps and atlases, CMOS requires information about the publisher, date of publication, scale, and
any specific edition or revision. For a standalone map, the citation might include the title, cartographer (if
known), publisher, year of publication, and scale. For an atlas, the citation would typically include the title
of the atlas, the publisher, and the year, along with specific page numbers or map titles if referencing a
particular map within the atlas. For example, a citation might appear as: Historical Atlas of the United
States, edited by Robert C. Clark, National Geographic Society, 2010, plate 37. The specific format will
depend on whether the author is using notes and bibliography or author-date citation style.

Citing Geographic Databases and Datasets

Academic papers often rely on data from geographic databases, such as census data, climate records, or
geographical information systems (GIS) datasets. CMOS provides guidance on how to cite these digital
resources, emphasizing the need to include the name of the dataset, the source or provider, the version or release
date, and a URL or DOI if available. For instance, a citation for census data might look like: U.S. Census
Bureau, "2020 Census Summary File 1," accessed June 15, 2023, [URL/DOI]. It is essential to be as specific as
possible to ensure the data can be located and reproduced.

Citing Government Reports and Publications with Geographic Content

Government agencies are prolific producers of geographic information. CMOS outlines how to cite reports,
statistical abstracts, and other publications from federal, state, and local governments. This typically
involves identifying the agency, the title of the publication, the date, and any relevant report numbers or
accession numbers. For example: Environmental Protection Agency, "National Air Quality Trends, 2022,"
EPA-454/R-23-001, 2023. Consistency in formatting agency names and publication titles is crucial.



Visualizing Geographic Information: Maps, Figures, and Tables

Effective visualization of geographic information through maps, figures, and tables can significantly enhance
the reader's understanding of complex spatial relationships and data. CMOS offers guidelines for the proper
presentation and labeling of these visual elements within an academic paper to ensure clarity, accuracy, and
adherence to scholarly conventions.

Numbering and Captioning

All figures, tables, and maps should be sequentially numbered throughout the document, typically using Arabic
numerals (Figure 1, Table 1, Map 1). Each visual element requires a clear and concise caption that explains its
content and relevance to the text. For maps, the caption should include essential details such as the title, the
geographic area depicted, the projection used (if relevant), and the source of the data. For tables, the caption
should summarize the data presented. CMOS also advises on the placement and formatting of captions, usually
below figures and maps, and above tables.

Referencing Visuals in Text

It is imperative that all figures, tables, and maps are referenced within the main body of the text. This directs
the reader's attention to the visual aid and explains its significance. For example, a sentence might read, "As
illustrated in Map 2, the expansion of settlements followed the river valleys," or "Table 3 shows a
significant increase in population density in the urban core." The reference in the text should correspond to the
numbering of the visual element. The manual also suggests that if a visual is particularly complex, a brief
explanation of its key features or data points might be beneficial in the main text.

Scale Bars and Legends

For maps, inclusion of a scale bar and a legend is crucial for accurate interpretation. The scale bar provides a
visual representation of distance, allowing readers to estimate distances on the map. The legend (or key)
explains the meaning of symbols, colors, and patterns used on the map. CMOS emphasizes that these elements
should be clearly visible and accurately represented, and their presence should be noted or implied in the
captioning and discussion of the map. The choice of scale should be appropriate for the geographic area and the
detail being presented.

Case Studies in Geographic Application of CMOS

To further illustrate the practical application of Chicago Manual of Style guidelines to geographic elements
in academic papers, considering specific scenarios can be highly beneficial. These examples highlight how the rules
translate into real-world writing and research.

Historical Geography Paper

Consider a historical geography paper examining the expansion of trade routes in colonial North America. The
author would need to carefully name colonial settlements, rivers, and regions, potentially using both
historical and modern designations (e.g., "Fort Pitt (now Pittsburgh)"). Citations for historical maps depicting



these routes would follow the specific CMOS format for cartographic materials, including publisher, date,
and scale. Any discussion of distances would require consistent use of units, perhaps stating "approximately
500 miles (805 kilometers) from the coast."

Urban Planning Study

For an urban planning study focusing on the gentrification of a specific neighborhood in a large city, CMOS
guidelines would be applied to city districts and street names. If the study uses spatial data analysis, the
source of the data (e.g., U.S. Census Bureau, city planning department) would be meticulously cited, including
the specific dataset and access date. Any maps illustrating demographic shifts or changes in land use would
need clear captions, legends, and scale bars, with consistent numbering and in-text referencing.

International Relations Research

In international relations research concerning border disputes, precise geographic terminology is critical. CMOS
would guide the author in correctly naming countries, disputed territories, and relevant geographical features
like rivers or mountain ranges. When referencing treaties or historical documents that define borders, the
citation format for such primary sources must be strictly followed. If the paper includes maps showing
proposed borders or conflict zones, they must be accurately labeled, referenced, and their data sources
clearly identified.

Final Considerations for Geographic Accuracy

Ultimately, the application of the Chicago Manual of Style to geographic elements in academic papers hinges on
a commitment to accuracy, clarity, and consistency. By diligently following CMOS guidelines for place names,
coordinates, citations, and visual representations, authors can significantly enhance the credibility and
readability of their work. The goal is not merely to adhere to a set of rules, but to employ them as tools
that foster precise scholarly communication about the world's spaces and places. This attention to detail
ensures that the geographic underpinnings of research are as robust and well-presented as the research itself,
contributing to a more rigorous and impactful academic discourse.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the use of common versus
formal geographic place names?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises using the most current and widely accepted English spelling
for place names. When a place name might be ambiguous or unfamiliar, it recommends providing clarifying
information, such as the state, province, or country, upon first mention. For historically known places with
alternative names, the manual suggests including the former name in parentheses for clarity.

Q: What are the key elements to include when citing a map according to
CMOS?
A: When citing a map in CMOS, crucial elements include the title of the map, the cartographer or creator (if
known), the publisher, the year of publication, and the scale. If it is a map within a larger work like an atlas,
specific page numbers or map titles should also be provided, along with the citation details for the atlas
itself.



Q: How should geographic coordinates (latitude and longitude) be
formatted in an academic paper following CMOS?
A: CMOS recommends consistency in formatting geographic coordinates. Authors can choose between the
degree-minute-second system (e.g., 40° 42′ 30″ N, 74° 00′ 00″ W) or the decimal degree system (e.g., 40.7083°
N, 74.0000° W). It is essential to clearly indicate the orientation (N/S for latitude, E/W for longitude) and
use appropriate symbols and punctuation.

Q: What is the recommended approach for citing geographic datasets or
databases in Chicago style?
A: When citing geographic datasets, CMOS emphasizes providing the name of the dataset, its source or provider,
the version or release date, and a persistent identifier such as a DOI or URL if available. This ensures that
readers can locate and access the specific data used in the research.

Q: When should an author consider including both metric and Imperial units
for geographic measurements in their paper?
A: CMOS acknowledges the increasing preference for the metric system in scholarly contexts but also
recognizes the use of Imperial units in certain regions. Authors are advised to be consistent with their chosen
units throughout the paper. If a switch between systems is necessary for clarity or to cater to a specific
audience, conversions should be provided, for example, stating "100 kilometers (approximately 62 miles)."

Q: How does CMOS advise on handling foreign place names that use non-
Latin scripts?
A: For foreign place names with non-Latin scripts, CMOS generally recommends adhering to established
transliteration standards or the most commonly used English renderings. Authors should strive for
consistency in their chosen transliteration system and may need to note the system used if it deviates from
common practice.

Q: What are the essential components of a caption for a map in an academic
paper using CMOS guidelines?
A: A map caption in an academic paper following CMOS should be clear, concise, and informative. It must
include the title of the map, the geographic area depicted, and, if relevant, the projection used. Crucially, the
source of the data for the map must be clearly stated, along with any scale or key information if not
immediately obvious from the map itself.

Q: Should figures, tables, and maps be numbered sequentially in a Chicago-
style academic paper?
A: Yes, CMOS requires that all figures, tables, and maps be sequentially numbered using Arabic numerals (e.g.,
Figure 1, Table 1, Map 1) throughout the document. Each visual element must also have a clear and descriptive
caption that aids in its interpretation and relates it to the text.
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