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The Chicago Manual of Style Formatting Guidelines for Newspapers: A
Comprehensive Guide

Chicago manual of style formatting guidelines for newspapers are essential
for maintaining consistency, clarity, and professionalism in journalistic
publications. This guide delves into the nuanced requirements of The Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS), specifically as they apply to the unique demands of
newspaper production. We will explore everything from headline capitalization
and dateline conventions to the proper use of punctuation, abbreviations, and
the critical handling of numbers and statistics that are vital for accurate
reporting. Understanding these specific formatting rules ensures that news
articles are not only readable but also adhere to established industry
standards, enhancing credibility and reader engagement. This article will
serve as a definitive resource for journalists, editors, and anyone involved
in newspaper content creation.
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Introduction to CMOS for Newspapers

The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for written
communication, and its application within the fast-paced world of newspaper
publishing necessitates a keen understanding of its core principles adapted
for journalistic brevity and directness. While CMOS is often associated with
academic and book publishing, its underlying logic regarding clarity,
consistency, and accuracy is universally applicable. Newspaper formatting
requires a slightly different emphasis, prioritizing immediate comprehension
and adherence to established journalistic norms that may subtly diverge from
CMOS’s broader recommendations. This section sets the stage for understanding
how CMOS principles are woven into the fabric of newspaper style guides.

The goal is always to present information clearly and concisely, ensuring
that readers can quickly grasp the essential facts of a story. This involves
strategic choices in how text is presented, from the grand statements of
headlines to the granular details of numerical data. Adhering to a
standardized style guide, such as one derived from CMOS, minimizes reader
distraction and enhances the perceived authority of the publication. It
creates a cohesive reading experience across diverse articles and sections,
fostering reader trust and loyalty.



Headline and Title Formatting

Crafting effective headlines is paramount in newspaper journalism, and CMOS
offers guidance that needs to be interpreted within this context. Generally,
newspapers employ a specific capitalization style for headlines, often
referred to as “sentence case” or “headline case.” Sentence case, which is
more common in modern journalism, capitalizes only the first word of the
headline and any proper nouns. This approach aligns with CMOS’s general
preference for sentence case in running text but requires a deliberate
application for journalistic impact. Headline case, on the other hand,
capitalizes major words, a style that CMOS typically reserves for titles of
works. Understanding which convention your specific newspaper follows is the
first step.

The choice between sentence case and headline case impacts visual hierarchy
and readability. Sentence case tends to be cleaner and more modern, allowing
for more words to be conveyed efficiently. Headline case can offer a bolder,
more traditional feel. Regardless of the chosen style, consistency is key.
CMOS emphasizes uniformity in all aspects of style, and this extends to the
consistent application of headline capitalization across every article
published. Subheads and other running heads within the article should also
follow a consistent, clearly defined pattern, often a simpler version of the
main headline capitalization.

Sentence Case for Headlines

When employing sentence case for newspaper headlines, the rule is
straightforward: capitalize the first word and any proper nouns. This
includes names of people, places, organizations, and specific events. For
instance, a headline might read, “Mayor Announces New City Park Initiative,”
where “Mayor,” “City,” and “Initiative” are capitalized not because they are
major words, but because they function as part of the proper noun phrase
“City Park Initiative” in this context, and “Mayor” is the first word. This
style prioritizes a clean, direct presentation.

Headline Case Considerations

While less common in contemporary newspapers than sentence case, headline
case involves capitalizing significant words within a headline. This
typically includes the first word, the last word, and all nouns, pronouns,
verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. Articles, conjunctions, and prepositions are
usually lowercase unless they are the first or last word. For example,
“Council Approves Major Spending Bill.” Newspapers that use this style must
carefully train their writers and editors to identify which words qualify for
capitalization according to their specific internal style guide, which may be
a variation of CMOS principles.

Datelines and Geographic Identifiers

Datelines are a cornerstone of journalistic reporting, providing readers with
crucial information about the origin of the news. CMOS offers guidance on the
format of datelines, which newspapers then adapt for their specific needs. A
typical newspaper dateline consists of the city where the story was filed,
followed by a dash or an em dash, and then the state or country if necessary
for clarity. For example, “CHICAGO— Residents are voicing concerns…” The city



name is always in all caps.

The inclusion of the state or country is determined by the potential for
ambiguity. If the city is internationally recognized or if there are multiple
cities with the same name within a country, specifying the larger geographic
region becomes essential. For instance, “LONDON— Plans for the new
exhibition…” versus “SPRINGFIELD, Ill.— The governor signed…” The key is to
provide enough information for the reader to accurately place the event
geographically without unnecessary clutter. CMOS also advises on the proper
capitalization and punctuation around these elements, ensuring a consistent
look.

Punctuation and Grammar for News

Punctuation and grammar are the bedrock of clear communication, and CMOS
provides comprehensive rules that newspapers must meticulously follow. For
journalistic purposes, simplicity and directness are often prioritized. This
means adhering to standard comma usage, avoiding excessive semicolon use, and
employing apostrophes correctly for possessives and contractions. The serial
comma (or Oxford comma) is a significant point of divergence among style
guides, and CMOS generally advocates for its use to prevent ambiguity.
Newspapers must decide whether to adopt this practice or follow a simpler
rule for their specific publication.

The consistent application of grammatical rules is vital for maintaining
credibility. This includes correct verb tense, subject-verb agreement, and
proper pronoun usage. CMOS offers detailed explanations for each of these,
providing a solid foundation for journalistic writing. Attention to these
details ensures that articles are easy to read and understand, preventing
misinterpretations that can arise from imprecise language or incorrect
punctuation.

The Serial Comma

CMOS recommends the use of the serial comma in a series of three or more
items. For example, “The mayor, the governor, and the council president
attended the event.” This helps to clarify the relationships between the
items in the list. Newspapers that adopt this CMOS guideline will ensure
greater precision in their reporting of lists and enumerations, preventing
potential confusion that could arise from omitting the final comma. This rule
is crucial for clarity, especially when reporting on complex events or data
sets.

Ampersands and Other Symbols

CMOS generally advises against the use of ampersands (&) in running text,
recommending the word “and” instead. However, exceptions are made for
established company names (e.g., AT&T) or specific entities where the
ampersand is an integral part of the name. Newspapers must maintain
consistency in whether they allow ampersands and under what specific
circumstances, ensuring that the style aligns with CMOS principles or an
established internal variation.



Abbreviations and Acronyms in Journalism

The use of abbreviations and acronyms in newspapers requires careful
consideration to ensure clarity without overwhelming the reader. CMOS
provides guidelines on when to spell out terms and when to abbreviate them,
often suggesting that abbreviations should be defined upon first use. For
instance, if an article mentions a new agency, it might be introduced as the
“Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI).” Subsequent mentions can then use the
acronym “FBI.”

Newspapers often develop their own glossaries of commonly used abbreviations
and acronyms that are standard within the publication. These internal style
guides, informed by CMOS, dictate when an abbreviation is acceptable and how
it should be introduced. The goal is to reduce word count and improve
readability for familiar terms while ensuring that less common or potentially
confusing abbreviations are always explained. This balance is critical for
effective news delivery.

Defining Abbreviations on First Use

A fundamental principle for handling abbreviations and acronyms in
journalism, as supported by CMOS, is to define them on their first appearance
in an article. This ensures that all readers, regardless of their prior
familiarity with the term, can understand the content. For example, an
article discussing a “State, County, and Municipal Employees (SCME) union”
would spell out the full name and introduce the acronym in parentheses. This
practice is vital for accessibility and accuracy.

Handling Numbers and Statistics

Numbers and statistics are frequently used in newspaper articles, and CMOS
offers detailed guidance on their presentation. Generally, CMOS suggests
spelling out numbers one through nine and using numerals for 10 and above.
However, for journalistic consistency, many newspapers opt to use numerals
for all numbers starting from one, especially in news contexts where
precision is paramount. This simplifies the rule and ensures numerical
clarity.

When dealing with large numbers, percentages, and monetary figures,
consistency is paramount. CMOS provides specific rules for formatting these
elements to avoid ambiguity. For instance, when reporting dollar amounts, the
currency symbol and the numeral should be used, e.g., $5 million. Percentages
are typically represented with the numeral followed by the word “percent,”
e.g., 25 percent. Accuracy in reporting numerical data is non-negotiable in
journalism, and adhering to a defined style guide, derived from CMOS, is
crucial for maintaining reader trust.

Numerical Precision

In news reporting, precision with numbers is often prioritized over strict
adherence to the CMOS rule of spelling out small numbers. Many newspaper
style guides dictate the use of numerals for all numbers from 1 upwards to
ensure consistency and immediate comprehension, especially when reporting on
statistics, financial figures, or data points. This pragmatic approach aligns
with the need for swift understanding in a news format.



Fractions and Decimals

CMOS has specific guidelines for the presentation of fractions and decimals.
For simple fractions, such as “one-half,” CMOS typically recommends spelling
them out. However, for more complex fractions or when they appear in a
numerical context, numerals are used. Decimals are always presented using
numerals. Newspapers must decide on a consistent approach, often leaning
towards using numerals for fractions that are part of a statistical report or
a comparison to maintain uniformity with other numerical data.

Names, Titles, and Official Designations

The accurate representation of names and titles is critical in journalistic
reporting, and CMOS provides a solid foundation for these conventions. When
referring to individuals, newspapers typically use their full name on first
reference and their last name on subsequent references. Titles are generally
placed before the name when used in a formal capacity, such as “Mayor John
Smith,” but are often omitted or placed after the name in a less formal
context, or if the title is not directly relevant to the news of the moment.
CMOS offers detailed advice on the capitalization of titles, generally
recommending capitalization when they precede a name or are used as a direct
substitute for a name in a specific, official context.

Official designations, such as the full titles of organizations or government
bodies, should be spelled out on first reference and may be abbreviated
thereafter if the abbreviation is clear and commonly understood. Newspapers
must ensure that their style guide, informed by CMOS, clearly defines the
acceptable use and capitalization of titles and official designations to
avoid inconsistencies and ensure professional presentation.

Titles in Relation to Names

CMOS generally advises capitalizing formal titles when they immediately
precede a person's name, such as “President Joe Biden” or “Senator Jane Doe.”
However, when a title appears after a name or is used generically, it is
typically lowercase, as in “Joe Biden, the president…” Newspapers often adopt
this convention to maintain clarity and a professional tone, ensuring that
the authority and role of individuals are accurately conveyed.

Dates, Times, and Chronological References

Accurate reporting of dates, times, and chronological references is
fundamental to news dissemination. CMOS provides detailed guidelines on
formatting these elements to ensure clarity and conciseness. Dates are
typically written in the month-day-year format, with commas separating the
day and year, e.g., “July 4, 1776.” For newspaper purposes, abbreviations for
months are often used when the date is more than a few words away from the
month name, such as “Jan. 15, 2024.”

Times are usually presented using numerals, with a.m. and p.m. in lowercase
and followed by periods, e.g., “9:30 a.m.” Newspapers must decide on a
consistent approach for specifying time zones if relevant and for handling
durations and intervals. The goal is always to provide readers with
unambiguous chronological information, enabling them to fully understand the
timeline of events being reported.



Month Abbreviations

CMOS specifies which months can be abbreviated in dates and under what
circumstances. Typically, months are abbreviated when they appear with a
specific day number. For example, “January 15” might become “Jan. 15.”
However, months are generally spelled out when they stand alone or appear
with only the year. Newspapers must adhere to this rule or their internal
variation to maintain consistency in their chronological references.

Quotes and Attributions

The accurate presentation of direct and indirect quotes is a critical
component of journalistic integrity, and CMOS offers comprehensive guidance
that applies directly to newspaper formatting. Direct quotes should be
enclosed in quotation marks, and the attribution, indicating who said the
quote, should be clear and concise. CMOS recommends placing the attribution
after the quote, separated by a comma, and capitalizing the first word of the
attribution if it begins a new sentence, e.g., “This is a significant
development,” said the spokesperson. If the attribution interrupts the quote,
commas are used before and after it: “This is,” the spokesperson explained,
“a significant development.”

Indirect quotes, or paraphrases, do not use quotation marks but must still be
accurately attributed. The principle of clarity and attribution remains
paramount, ensuring that readers understand the source of the information.
CMOS also provides guidance on handling block quotes, which are longer
passages set apart from the main text, and on the correct punctuation and
capitalization when quotes are integrated into sentences.

Attribution Placement

CMOS generally favors placing attributions after the quoted material. This
practice allows the reader to absorb the speaker's words before learning who
uttered them, which can sometimes enhance the impact of the quote. However,
for journalistic brevity and clarity, newspapers might sometimes place
attributions before quotes or integrate them within the sentence structure,
as long as the source remains clearly identified.

Style Considerations for Bylines and Byline
Placement

Bylines, which identify the author of an article, are a standard feature of
newspaper journalism and have their own formatting considerations, often
influenced by CMOS principles. A typical byline appears below the headline
and above the start of the article text. It usually includes the word “By”
followed by the author’s full name. For instance, “By Jane Doe.”

CMOS, while not specifically dictating byline placement for newspapers,
emphasizes consistency and clarity in all textual elements. Newspapers must
decide on a consistent format for bylines, including whether to use the
author’s full name or a shortened version, and how to handle bylines for
multiple authors. The goal is to clearly credit the journalist while
maintaining the visual flow and readability of the newspaper page. This
attention to detail in byline formatting contributes to the overall



professional appearance of the publication.

Formatting of Bylines

The formatting of bylines, while not extensively detailed in CMOS for direct
newspaper application, typically follows a pattern of “By [Author’s Full
Name].” Some newspapers may choose to bold the author’s name for emphasis,
while others maintain a uniform font. The key is consistency in presentation
across all articles within the publication, ensuring that readers can easily
identify the author of the content they are consuming.

FAQ

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style have specific
rules for newspaper datelines?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance on datelines that
newspapers often adapt. Typically, a dateline includes the city in all caps,
followed by a dash, and then the state or country if necessary for clarity,
such as “NEW YORK— Residents gathered…”

Q: How does CMOS advise on headline capitalization
for newspapers?
A: CMOS generally favors sentence case, capitalizing only the first word and
proper nouns. Newspapers often adopt this for headlines, though some may use
headline case (capitalizing major words) based on their internal style guide,
which is informed by CMOS principles.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style’s stance on
the serial comma in newspaper articles?
A: CMOS strongly recommends the use of the serial comma (the comma before the
final item in a list of three or more) to prevent ambiguity. Newspapers must
decide whether to adopt this specific CMOS recommendation for their
publications.

Q: How should abbreviations and acronyms be handled
according to CMOS guidelines for newspapers?
A: CMOS advises defining abbreviations and acronyms upon their first use in
an article. Newspapers typically follow this rule, spelling out the full term
and providing the abbreviation in parentheses, e.g., “National Aeronautics
and Space Administration (NASA).”

Q: Does CMOS dictate how newspapers should format
numbers?
A: CMOS suggests spelling out numbers one through nine and using numerals for
10 and above. However, many newspapers adopt a more streamlined approach for



numerical consistency in news reporting, often using numerals for all numbers
from 1 onwards.

Q: What are the CMOS guidelines for attributing
quotes in a newspaper context?
A: CMOS generally recommends placing attributions after the quoted material,
separated by a comma, such as “‘This is important,’ said the expert.”
Newspapers may vary slightly but prioritize clear and consistent attribution.

Q: How does CMOS address the use of ampersands in
newspaper text?
A: CMOS generally advises against using ampersands in running text,
preferring the word “and.” Exceptions are made for established company names
or where the ampersand is integral to the name.

Q: What is the recommended format for dates and times
in newspapers according to CMOS principles?
A: CMOS suggests the month-day-year format for dates (e.g., July 4, 1776) and
numeral formatting for times (e.g., 9:30 a.m.). Newspapers often use month
abbreviations when needed for conciseness.
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