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The Chicago Manual of Style for Research Paper Formatting is an essential guide for academic
writers aiming for clarity, consistency, and professionalism in their work. This comprehensive style
manual dictates everything from the minutiae of punctuation and citation to the broader structure
and presentation of scholarly documents. Understanding its principles is crucial for anyone
submitting research papers, theses, dissertations, or even journal articles. This article delves into
the core aspects of applying the Chicago Manual of Style to research papers, covering essential
formatting guidelines, citation methods, and common pitfalls to avoid, ensuring your academic work
adheres to the highest standards of scholarly communication.
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Understanding the Fundamentals of Chicago Style for
Research Papers

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), often referred to simply as Chicago, is one of the most widely
used and respected style guides in academic publishing, particularly within the humanities and
social sciences. Its comprehensive nature means it addresses a vast array of stylistic and formatting
concerns, providing clear directives to ensure consistency and precision in scholarly writing. For
research papers, adhering to Chicago style is not merely about following rules; it's about facilitating
clear communication and lending credibility to your research findings.

When embarking on a research paper, the first step is often determining which of Chicago's two
primary citation systems to employ: the notes-bibliography system or the author-date system. While
both are recognized by CMOS, academic disciplines and specific institutions often favor one over the
other. The notes-bibliography system, more common in the humanities, utilizes footnotes or
endnotes for citations and includes a comprehensive bibliography at the end. Conversely, the author-
date system, prevalent in the sciences and social sciences, uses parenthetical in-text citations
referencing the author and year, followed by a reference list.



General Formatting Guidelines for Research Papers

Adhering to general formatting guidelines is the bedrock of presenting a professional research
paper. These foundational rules ensure that your work is not only legible but also follows established
academic conventions, making it easier for your readers and evaluators to navigate.

Manuscript Preparation: Margins, Spacing, and Font

The physical presentation of your research paper plays a significant role in its readability and the
overall impression it makes. Chicago style provides specific recommendations for these fundamental
elements.

Margins: Typically, a 1-inch margin on all sides (top, bottom, left, and right) is recommended.
This ensures ample space for annotations, binding, and general visual comfort for the reader.

Spacing: Double-spacing is the standard for the main body of your research paper, including
block quotations. This aids in readability and allows space for editorial marks if necessary.
Some sections, like bibliographies or notes, may be single-spaced with a double space between
entries, but the main text should be double-spaced.

Font: A readable, standard font such as Times New Roman, Arial, or Calibri, in a 12-point size,
is generally preferred. Avoid overly stylized or small fonts that can detract from the clarity of
your text.

Page Numbering

Consistent and accurate page numbering is crucial for referencing specific sections of your research
paper. Chicago style outlines a specific method for its placement and numbering sequence.

The preliminary pages (title page, abstract, table of contents, acknowledgments, etc.) are
typically numbered using lowercase Roman numerals (i, ii, iii, etc.). These numbers are usually
centered at the bottom of the page or placed in the upper right-hand corner, starting from the
first page of the table of contents.

The main body of the research paper, including the introduction, body paragraphs, and
conclusion, is numbered using Arabic numerals (1, 2, 3, etc.). These numbers are usually
placed in the upper right-hand corner of the page.

The title page is often unnumbered, but it counts as page i in the Roman numeral sequence for
preliminary pages.



The first page of the main body (usually the introduction) is numbered 1.

Title Page Requirements in Chicago Style

The title page serves as the formal introduction to your research paper, providing essential
identifying information. While some instructors may have specific variations, Chicago style offers a
standard format to follow.

A typical Chicago-style title page includes the title of the paper, your name, the course name and
number, the instructor's name, and the date. The title should be centered and clearly displayed in
capital letters or title case. Your name, course information, and date are usually placed below the
title, also centered, and may be presented in title case or all capital letters, depending on specific
instructions.

Unlike some other style guides, Chicago style does not typically require a separate title page for a
research paper unless explicitly requested. However, when required, it should be clean, uncluttered,
and professional, presenting the essential information upfront.

Understanding Chicago's Citation Systems: Notes-
Bibliography vs. Author-Date

Chicago offers two distinct systems for citing sources within a research paper, each with its own
application and conventions. Choosing the correct system is paramount for consistency and
adherence to academic expectations.

The Notes-Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system is the more traditional of the two Chicago approaches and is widely
adopted in the humanities, including literature, history, and art history. It relies on numbered
footnotes or endnotes within the text to provide citation information, accompanied by a
comprehensive bibliography at the end of the paper.

Footnotes and Endnotes: When you refer to a source, you insert a superscript Arabic numeral
(e.g., ¹) at the end of the sentence or clause that contains the borrowed information. The
corresponding note (footnote at the bottom of the page, endnote at the end of the paper) will contain
the full citation details. The first citation of a source in the notes will be complete, while subsequent
citations for the same source will use a shortened form. This system allows for detailed commentary
and extensive source acknowledgment without disrupting the flow of the main text.



The Author-Date System

The author-date system is more commonly used in the social sciences and sciences. It employs brief
parenthetical citations within the text that include the author's last name and the publication year,
and for direct quotes, the page number. A corresponding reference list, alphabetized by author's last
name, appears at the end of the paper, providing complete source information.

In-Text Citations: Instead of footnotes or endnotes, you would typically see something like (Smith
2020, 15) in the text, indicating that the information comes from a work by Smith published in 2020,
on page 15. This system is designed for conciseness and is particularly effective in fields where rapid
access to source information is prioritized.

Bibliographic Entries and Reference Lists

Regardless of which citation system is used, a comprehensive list of all sources consulted must be
provided at the end of the research paper. For the notes-bibliography system, this is called a
"Bibliography." For the author-date system, it is referred to as a "Reference List."

Bibliography: Entries in a Chicago bibliography are typically arranged alphabetically by the
author's last name. Each entry provides complete publication details for the source, including
author, title, publication information (place, publisher, year), and page numbers for articles or
chapters.

Reference List: Similar to a bibliography, the reference list in the author-date system is
alphabetized by author's last name. The format of individual entries closely mirrors that of the
bibliography, though minor stylistic differences may exist depending on the specific
publication medium (e.g., journal article vs. book).

Formatting Citations: A Deep Dive

Correctly formatting citations is arguably the most critical aspect of applying any style guide,
including Chicago. Precision here prevents plagiarism and allows readers to locate your sources.

Footnotes and Endnotes in Detail (Notes-Bibliography System)

The notes-bibliography system demands careful attention to the formatting of both the initial and
subsequent notes.

First Note: The initial note for a source provides full bibliographic information. For a book, this



might look like: John Smith, The History of Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021), 45.
For a journal article: Jane Doe, "Urban Development in the Midwest," Journal of Urban Studies 15,
no. 2 (2019): 112. Notice the order: Author first name last name, Title, Publication Details (City:
Publisher, Year), Page Number(s).

Subsequent Notes: For subsequent references to the same work, a shortened note is used,
typically including the author's last name, a shortened version of the title (if necessary to distinguish
from other works by the same author), and the page number. For example: Smith, History of
Chicago, 78. If only one work by a given author is cited, the title can often be omitted: Smith, 78.

In-Text Citations in the Author-Date System

The author-date system prioritizes brevity within the main body of the research paper.

When quoting or paraphrasing, the in-text citation typically follows this format: (Author Last Name
Year, Page Number). For example: (Smith 2021, 45). If the author's name is mentioned in the
sentence, the year and page number follow in parentheses: Smith (2021) discusses the early history
of the city (45).

For works with multiple authors, the rules for how to list them in the citation will vary based on the
number of authors. Generally, two authors are listed with an ampersand (&), while three or more
authors are listed with the first author's last name followed by "et al." The same principles apply to
the Reference List.

Formatting Bibliographies and Reference Lists

Both the Bibliography and the Reference List require meticulous attention to detail for each source
entry.

Books: Author Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. City: Publisher, Year.

Journal Articles: Author Last Name, First Name. "Title of Article." Title of Journal Volume,
no. Issue (Year): Page Numbers.

Websites: Author Last Name, First Name (if available). "Title of Page." Name of Website. Last
modified or accessed Date. URL.

The key is consistency. Ensure that the format for each type of source is applied uniformly
throughout your list.



Formatting Tables and Figures

Visual elements like tables and figures can enhance a research paper, but they must be presented
according to Chicago style guidelines to maintain clarity and professionalism.

Tables

Tables are used to present data in a structured, columnar format. Each table should be numbered
sequentially (Table 1, Table 2, etc.) and have a descriptive title.

The table itself should be clear and easy to read, with appropriate headings for columns and rows.
Chicago style often recommends minimal use of vertical lines within the table; horizontal lines are
more common and should be used sparingly to separate the header from the data and to delineate
the end of the table. A note may be included below the table to explain abbreviations or provide
source information if the data is not original.

Figures

Figures encompass a broader range of visual materials, including charts, graphs, maps, and
illustrations. Like tables, each figure should be numbered sequentially (Figure 1, Figure 2, etc.) and
accompanied by a descriptive caption.

The caption typically appears below the figure and should provide sufficient information for the
reader to understand the visual content without constant reference to the main text. Source
attribution is crucial; if the figure is not your own creation, you must clearly indicate its origin, often
through a note at the bottom of the figure or within the caption.

Common Chicago Style Formatting Errors to Avoid

Even experienced writers can make mistakes when applying Chicago style. Being aware of common
pitfalls can help you avoid them.

Inconsistent Citation Format: This is one of the most frequent errors. Ensure that all
footnotes/endnotes or in-text citations follow the same pattern for each type of source.
Similarly, bibliographies/reference lists must be uniform.

Incorrect Placement of Punctuation with Notes: Punctuation within the text (periods,
commas) should generally come after the superscript note number, not before.

Misunderstanding Shortened Notes: Forgetting to use shortened notes for subsequent
citations in the notes-bibliography system, or conversely, using them too early, can be



confusing.

Incorrect Formatting of Titles: Ensuring that book titles are italicized and article titles are
enclosed in quotation marks, and that this convention is maintained consistently, is vital.

Omission of Essential Bibliographic Information: Always double-check that all necessary
components of a citation (author, title, publisher, date, page numbers) are present for each
source.

Incorrect Page Numbering Sequence: Mixing up Roman and Arabic numerals or
misplacing the first numbered page can disrupt the flow and professionalism of the paper.

By meticulously reviewing your work and cross-referencing with the official Chicago Manual of Style
or reliable online resources, you can minimize these errors and present a polished, professional
research paper.

Resources for Chicago Style Formatting

While the Chicago Manual of Style itself is the definitive authority, numerous resources can assist in
its application to your research paper.

The official Chicago Manual of Style Online is an invaluable resource, offering searchable content
and updates. Many university writing centers provide detailed style guides and examples specific to
Chicago style. Furthermore, reputable academic style guides and online citation generators can
offer quick reference points, but it is always best to consult the primary manual for complex or
ambiguous situations. Familiarizing yourself with these tools will greatly simplify the process of
formatting your research paper according to Chicago standards.

Mastering the Chicago Manual of Style for research paper formatting is a skill that enhances the
credibility and clarity of your academic work. By meticulously following the guidelines for general
formatting, title pages, manuscript preparation, and the intricacies of both the notes-bibliography
and author-date citation systems, you ensure your research is presented with the utmost
professionalism. Attention to detail in formatting tables, figures, and avoiding common errors will
further solidify the quality of your submission. Ultimately, a well-formatted paper not only adheres to
academic standards but also facilitates effective communication of your research to your audience.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the notes-
bibliography and author-date systems in Chicago style?
A: The primary difference lies in how citations are presented within the text. The notes-bibliography



system uses numbered footnotes or endnotes, while the author-date system uses parenthetical in-
text citations with the author's last name and the publication year. Both systems are followed by a
comprehensive list of sources at the end of the paper (Bibliography for notes-bibliography,
Reference List for author-date).

Q: When should I use italics versus quotation marks for titles
in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, titles of major works like books, journals, newspapers, and websites are
italicized. Titles of shorter works, such as articles, essays, chapters of books, and poems, are
enclosed in quotation marks.

Q: How do I format a block quotation in a Chicago-style
research paper?
A: Block quotations, typically defined as those of five or more lines of prose or three or more lines of
verse, should be set off from the main text by indenting the entire quotation one-half inch from the
left margin. They are usually single-spaced, and the quotation marks that would normally enclose
the quoted material are omitted. The citation typically follows the block quotation.

Q: What are the standard margin requirements for a Chicago-
style research paper?
A: The standard margin requirement in Chicago style for research papers is typically 1 inch on all
sides (top, bottom, left, and right). This provides ample space for readability and potential
annotations.

Q: How should page numbers be formatted in a Chicago-style
research paper?
A: Preliminary pages (before the main text) are usually numbered with lowercase Roman numerals
(i, ii, iii, etc.), typically placed in the upper right-hand corner or centered at the bottom. The main
body of the paper, starting with the introduction, is numbered with Arabic numerals (1, 2, 3, etc.),
usually placed in the upper right-hand corner. The title page is often unnumbered but counts as
page i in the preliminary sequence.

Q: Is a title page always required for a Chicago-style research
paper?
A: While Chicago style doesn't mandate a separate title page for every type of document, it is
generally expected and often required for research papers, theses, and dissertations. If required, it
should include the paper's title, your name, the course, instructor, and date.



Q: How do I cite a website in a Chicago-style bibliography or
reference list?
A: For a website citation, you typically include the author's name (if available), the title of the
specific page or document in quotation marks, the name of the website in italics, and the last
modified or accessed date, followed by the URL. For example: John Doe, "About Our Company,"
Example Website, accessed October 26, 2023, https://www.example.com/about.

Q: What is the purpose of a bibliography or reference list in
Chicago style?
A: The bibliography (for notes-bibliography system) or reference list (for author-date system) serves
to provide complete publication details for all sources that were consulted and cited in the research
paper. This allows readers to locate and verify the sources used by the author.
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