chicago manual of style formatting
mistakes

The Chicago Manual of Style formatting mistakes can undermine the credibility
and clarity of any written work. From subtle punctuation errors to
significant structural oversights, these common pitfalls can distract readers
and obscure the intended message. This comprehensive guide delves into the
most frequent formatting errors encountered when adhering to the Chicago
Manual of Style (CM0OS), offering detailed explanations and practical
solutions to help writers avoid them. We will explore issues related to
citations, headings, punctuation, capitalization, and manuscript preparation,
ensuring your work meets the rigorous standards expected by publishers and
academic institutions. Mastering these details is crucial for professional
communication.
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Common Chicago Manual of Style Punctuation
Mistakes

Punctuation is the bedrock of clear writing, and in Chicago style, adherence
to specific rules is paramount. One of the most frequent errors writers make
is the inconsistent or incorrect use of commas. While general comma rules
apply, CMOS has specific guidelines for series commas (the Oxford comma),
which is generally preferred unless it creates ambiguity. Another common
mistake involves the misuse of semicolons and colons; semicolons are used to
connect closely related independent clauses, while colons introduce lists,
explanations, or quotations. Overlooking these distinctions can lead to
grammatically awkward sentences.

A related area of frequent error concerns apostrophes, particularly in
possessives and contractions. Writers often struggle with the possessive
forms of nouns ending in 's', and the proper use of apostrophes in plural
possessives. Furthermore, the distinction between its (possessive) and it's
(contraction) is a classic stumbling block. Hyphenation and compound words
also present challenges; understanding when to hyphenate a compound modifier
before a noun and when not to is a recurring issue for many.



Comma Usage Errors in Chicago Style

The Oxford comma, or serial comma, is a cornerstone of CMOS punctuation.
While some styles omit it, Chicago strongly recommends its use in a series of
three or more items to prevent ambiguity. For instance, "I love my parents,
Lady Gaga, and the Pope" clearly distinguishes between the parents and Lady
Gaga. Omitting the comma, "I love my parents, Lady Gaga and the Pope," could
imply that the parents are Lady Gaga and the Pope. Other common comma errors
include the comma splice—joining two independent clauses with only a
comma—and the overuse of commas, which can fragment sentences and disrupt
flow.

Semicolon and Colon Misuse

Semicolons are powerful tools for creating sophisticated sentence structures,
but their misuse is widespread. A common mistake is using a semicolon where a
comma would suffice, or using it to join a dependent clause to an independent
clause. For example, "She studied diligently; she wanted to pass the exam" 1is
correct because both parts are independent clauses. However, "She studied
diligently; hoping to pass the exam" is incorrect because "hoping to pass the
exam" is not an independent clause.

Colons, on the other hand, are often misused by being placed before a list
when the preceding clause is not a complete sentence, or by being used
unnecessarily after phrases like "consists of." The rule is that a colon
should only follow a complete independent clause. For example, "The
ingredients are: flour, sugar, and eggs" is incorrect. The correct form is
"The ingredients are flour, sugar, and eggs," or "These are the ingredients:
flour, sugar, and eggs."

Citation and Reference Errors in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary systems for documentation:
notes-bibliography and author-date. Both systems have specific rules, and
errors can easily creep in, particularly with the nuances of source
integration and citation formatting. A frequent problem is inconsistency in
the level of detail provided for different source types; authors may cite a
book fully but provide minimal information for a journal article, or vice
versa. Ensuring all required elements—author, title, publication information,
page numbers—are present and correctly formatted for each source is critical.

Another significant area of concern is the proper formatting of
bibliographies or reference lists. This includes alphabetization, the
placement of punctuation, and the correct capitalization of titles. Many
writers struggle with the specific requirements for different media, such as



websites, interviews, and unpublished manuscripts, leading to inaccuracies
that can detract from the professionalism of the work.

Notes-Bibliography System Pitfalls

In the notes-bibliography system, writers often make errors in the
superscript placement of note numbers, and in the formatting of the notes
themselves. Notes require a specific order of information and punctuation.
For instance, the first note for a source is typically longer and more
comprehensive than subsequent notes for the same source. Mistakes include
omitting essential publication details, such as the city of publication or
the publisher's name, or using incorrect date formats. The bibliography,
which follows the notes, also has strict formatting rules regarding
italicization, capitalization, and the inclusion of access dates for online
sources.

Author-Date System Mistakes

The author-date system, commonly used in the sciences, also presents its own
set of challenges. In-text citations require the author's last name and the
year of publication, often with page numbers for direct quotations. Errors
can occur from incorrect placement of these citations within sentences, or
from omitting necessary information like page numbers when they are required.
The reference list in this system mirrors the notes-bibliography system in
its complexity, demanding careful attention to detail for each entry to
ensure consistency and accuracy.

Heading and Subheading Formatting Issues

Properly formatted headings and subheadings are essential for guiding the
reader through a document and breaking up large blocks of text. Chicago style
provides clear guidelines for different levels of headings, and deviations
from these standards can significantly impact readability and the overall
aesthetic of the manuscript. A common oversight is the inconsistent
application of formatting across all headings of the same level; for example,
some first-level headings might be centered and bolded, while others are
flush left and italicized.

Another prevalent mistake is incorrect capitalization for titles and
headings. Chicago style generally follows the "title case" for headings,
capitalizing major words. However, the exact rules can be complex, especially
when dealing with articles, prepositions, and conjunctions. Incorrectly
capitalizing or capitalizing words that should be lowercase is a frequent



error. Furthermore, the use of numbering for headings, such as the decimal
system, needs to be applied meticulously according to CMOS specifications to
avoid confusion.

Capitalization Rules for Headings

The Chicago Manual of Style recommends capitalizing the first word, the last
word, and all principal words (nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs,
and some conjunctions and prepositions) in titles and headings. Minor words
such as articles (a, an, the), prepositions of three letters or fewer (e.g.,
on, in, at), and coordinating conjunctions (e.g., and, but, or) are generally
not capitalized unless they are the first or last word of the title. Writers
often err by capitalizing all words indiscriminately or by missing the
capitalization of key words that should be prominent.

Numbering and Placement of Headings

When numbering headings, writers must follow the specific hierarchy outlined
in CMOS. For example, using a system like 1.0, 1.1, 1.1.1 requires consistent
application and correct punctuation. Problems arise when numbering is
skipped, duplicated, or improperly indented. The placement of
headings—whether centered, flush left, or indented-is also a stylistic choice
governed by CMOS and should be applied uniformly. For instance, a first-level
heading might be centered, while a second-level heading is flush left, and a
third-level heading is indented.

Capitalization and Abbreviation Blunders

Capitalization and abbreviation rules in Chicago style, while seemingly
straightforward, are rife with opportunities for error. A common mistake is
inconsistent capitalization of proper nouns and their derivatives. For
example, the distinction between "internet" (as a general term) and
“Internet" (when referring to the specific global network, though CMOS has
moved towards lowercase for this) can be a point of confusion. Similarly, the
capitalization of titles of works (books, articles, etc.) requires careful
adherence to Chicago's specific rules.

Abbreviation errors are also frequent. Writers often abbreviate terms that
should not be abbreviated, or abbreviate them incorrectly according to CMOS
guidelines. This includes the use of abbreviations in formal prose where they
might be permissible in less formal contexts, or the incorrect formatting of
abbreviations themselves, such as forgetting periods or using inconsistent
capitalization. The correct usage of Latin abbreviations like "et al." and



"ibid." also requires precise attention.

Proper Noun Capitalization Quirks

While most writers understand the basic rules for capitalizing proper nouns,
subtle distinctions can lead to errors. This includes the capitalization of
historical periods (e.g., the Renaissance), political movements, and specific
institutions. Another area of difficulty is the capitalization of compound
proper nouns, where deciding which words to capitalize can be challenging.
For instance, in names of government bodies or companies, the specific
conventions must be followed, which can vary.

Abbreviations and Acronyms Standards

Chicago style offers detailed guidance on when and how to use abbreviations
and acronyms. A frequent mistake is introducing an abbreviation without first
spelling it out in full, especially on its first use. For example, writing
"The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) announced..." is
correct, whereas simply using "NASA" without prior definition is not.
Conversely, some writers over-abbreviate, using acronyms for terms that are
not commonly recognized or that do not appear frequently enough to warrant
abbreviation. The use of periods in abbreviations, such as U.S. vs. US, also
requires attention to CMOS rules.

Manuscript Preparation and Submission Errors

Beyond specific stylistic rules, the preparation of a manuscript for
submission involves several formatting conventions that, if overlooked, can
lead to rejection or requests for revisions. One of the most basic, yet often
missed, errors is incorrect page numbering. This includes not numbering all
pages, numbering them inconsistently (e.g., starting with the title page as
page 1 when it should be unnumbered or a Roman numeral), or placing page
numbers in incorrect locations.

Another common issue relates to margins, line spacing, and font choices.
Publishers typically have specific requirements for these elements to ensure
readability and ease of editing. Failing to adhere to the standard 1-inch
margins, double-spacing, and a legible 12-point font can signal a lack of
attention to detail. Additionally, errors in the formatting of the title
page, including the inclusion or exclusion of essential information like the
author's name, contact details, and word count, are frequently encountered.



Page Numbering and Layout Standards

Chicago style dictates that page numbers should typically appear in the upper
right-hand corner of each page, beginning on the second page of the
manuscript. The title page is usually unnumbered or marked with a Roman
numeral, though this can vary depending on the specific publisher's
guidelines. Errors include starting numbering from the title page as 'l', or
using Arabic numerals for preliminary pages where Roman numerals are
expected. Consistent placement and formatting of these numbers are crucial
for professional presentation.

Spacing, Font, and Margin Requirements

The standard for manuscript preparation in Chicago style is double-spacing
throughout the entire document, including block quotations and the
bibliography. Single-spacing within entries in the bibliography is a common
exception. Margins should generally be set at one inch on all sides. The font
should be a clear, readable typeface such as Times New Roman or Arial,
typically in 12-point size. Deviations from these standards, such as
inconsistent spacing between paragraphs or the use of overly decorative
fonts, can be easily spotted and are often grounds for immediate revision
requests.

Specific Formatting Challenges for Different
Document Types

The application of Chicago Manual of Style formatting can become more complex
when dealing with specialized document types, such as dissertations, theses,
academic articles, or trade books. Each may have unique submission
requirements or stylistic considerations that build upon the core CMOS
principles. For instance, dissertations often require extensive front matter,
including an abstract, table of contents, list of tables, and list of
figures, all of which need meticulous formatting according to university or
institutional guidelines, which may slightly diverge from core CMOS.

Academic articles submitted to journals have their own specific stylistic
requirements, often outlined in the journal's "Instructions for Authors."
While these instructions are usually based on CMOS, they can include
variations in citation style, heading structure, or the preferred method of
presenting data. Failing to consult and adhere to these specific journal
guidelines is a common mistake that can lead to desk rejection, regardless of
the quality of the writing itself. Similarly, trade book manuscripts might
have different expectations regarding dialogue formatting or the use of
subheadings compared to academic texts.



Dissertations and Theses Formatting Nuances

Universities and graduate programs often provide their own detailed style
guides for dissertations and theses, which are typically based on Chicago
style but may include additional requirements. These can encompass specific
formatting for appendices, the precise placement of committee signatures, and
detailed specifications for the table of contents and other front matter.
Errors often arise from overlooking these institutional specifics, leading to
unnecessary revisions. For example, some institutions may require specific
formatting for the abstract, including word limits and layout.

Journal Article Submission Guidelines

Submitting an article to a scholarly journal necessitates careful attention
to the journal's submission guidelines. While CMOS often serves as the base,
journals may opt for the notes-bibliography system over author-date, or vice
versa, and may have specific requirements for the format of references, such
as the inclusion or exclusion of DOIs, or the precise way journal titles
should be abbreviated. Understanding and meticulously following these
instructions is paramount. Missing even minor details, like the required file
format for submission, can hinder the review process.

The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for clear and
professional writing. By understanding and diligently applying its
principles, writers can avoid common formatting mistakes that detract from
their work's impact. Attention to detail in punctuation, citation, headings,
capitalization, and manuscript preparation is not merely about following
rules; it is about ensuring that the message is communicated effectively and
with authority. Mastering these elements elevates the quality of any written
project, making it more accessible and credible to its intended audience.

FAQ

Q: What is the most common Chicago Manual of Style
formatting mistake?

A: The most common Chicago Manual of Style formatting mistake often revolves
around punctuation, particularly the inconsistent or incorrect use of commas,
semicolons, and colons. Misunderstanding the Oxford comma, comma splices, and
the proper introduction of lists with colons are frequent issues that writers
encounter.

Q: How can I avoid errors in Chicago style



citations?

A: To avoid errors in Chicago style citations, it is crucial to consistently
use either the notes-bibliography or author-date system throughout your
document. Meticulously consult the Chicago Manual of Style for the specific
formatting requirements of each source type (books, articles, websites, etc.)
and pay close attention to punctuation, capitalization, and the order of
elements in both in-text citations and the bibliography or reference list.

Q: What are typical heading formatting errors in
Chicago style?

A: Typical heading formatting errors in Chicago style include inconsistent
capitalization (e.g., not following title case correctly), incorrect
numbering schemes, and inconsistent placement (e.g., centering some headings
and left-aligning others of the same level). Ensuring uniformity across all
headings of the same rank is key.

Q: Are there specific rules for abbreviating in
Chicago style?

A: Yes, Chicago style has specific rules for abbreviations. Common mistakes
include abbreviating terms that should be written out, not spelling out
acronyms on first use, and using incorrect punctuation (like periods) in
abbreviations. Always refer to CMOS for guidance on which terms can be
abbreviated and how.

Q: What should I do if a journal has specific
formatting guidelines that differ from Chicago
style?

A: If a journal has specific formatting guidelines that differ from Chicago
style, you must prioritize the journal's instructions. Journals typically
provide an "Instructions for Authors" section on their website. Adhering
strictly to these journal-specific requirements is essential for manuscript
acceptance, even if they deviate from standard CMOS practices.

Q: What is the correct way to use the Oxford comma
in Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style, the Oxford comma (the comma before the final item in a
list of three or more) is generally recommended to prevent ambiguity. For
example, "red, white, and blue" is preferred over "red, white and blue."
However, its use can be omitted if it is clear and does not create confusion.



Q: How do I format block quotations according to
Chicago style?

A: Block quotations, typically defined as those exceeding 40 words or three
lines of prose, should be set off from the main text by indenting the entire
quotation (usually 0.5 inches). They should be single-spaced, and the closing
punctuation should precede the parenthetical citation, without an additional
period after the citation.

Q: What are common mistakes in formatting
bibliographies in Chicago style?

A: Common mistakes in formatting bibliographies include inconsistent
alphabetization, incorrect punctuation within entries, improper
capitalization of titles, and omitting essential publication details (like
publisher or date). For online sources, failing to include access dates or
DOIs when required can also be an issue.
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