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chicago manual of style geographic data sources for research represent a critical component
for any scholar or researcher aiming for accuracy and authority in their work. Properly citing and
utilizing geographic information is paramount, whether your focus is historical geography, urban
planning, environmental science, or any discipline that intersects with spatial data. This
comprehensive guide delves into the nuanced approach required by the Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS) when dealing with geographic data, emphasizing best practices for source identification,
citation, and integration into academic discourse. We will explore various types of geographic data,
from traditional maps and atlases to sophisticated digital datasets and online platforms, and discuss
how CMOS principles apply to each. Understanding these guidelines ensures that your research is not
only factually sound but also adheres to the rigorous standards expected in scholarly publication. This
article will equip you with the knowledge to confidently navigate the complexities of citing and using
geographic data sources within the framework of the Chicago Manual of Style.
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Understanding the Importance of Geographic Data
Sources
The inclusion of accurate and well-cited geographic data significantly enhances the credibility and
impact of research across a multitude of disciplines. Geographic information provides a spatial
context that can illuminate trends, explain phenomena, and support arguments in ways that purely
textual or numerical data cannot. Whether one is analyzing historical migration patterns, mapping
disease outbreaks, or assessing the environmental impact of development, the precision of the
geographic data used is foundational. The Chicago Manual of Style offers a robust framework for
ensuring that this data is presented with the utmost clarity and integrity.

Researchers must be acutely aware of the origins and limitations of the geographic data they employ.
Acknowledging the source properly, as prescribed by CMOS, allows readers to verify the information
and understand the methodology behind its presentation. This is particularly important given the
diverse nature of geographic data, which can range from hand-drawn historical maps to complex,
multi-layered Geographic Information System (GIS) datasets. Each type of source carries its own set
of challenges and requires specific citation conventions to be fully understood and appropriately
leveraged in academic writing.



Types of Geographic Data Sources
Geographic data is not a monolithic entity; it encompasses a wide array of formats and origins, each
with its own characteristics and methods of citation. Recognizing these distinctions is the first step
toward adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style's recommendations for their proper use.

Traditional Cartographic Materials
This category includes physical maps, globes, and printed atlases. These have been the cornerstone
of geographic research for centuries. When citing these sources, attention must be paid to the
publisher, date of publication, scale, and any specific edition or version.

Examples include historical maps produced by governmental agencies, contemporary road atlases
from commercial publishers, and specialized thematic atlases focusing on demographics, geology, or
climate.

Digital Geographic Data
The digital age has revolutionized access to and use of geographic information. This encompasses a
broad spectrum of digital files and databases, often referred to as geospatial data. These can be
vector data (representing points, lines, and polygons), raster data (grid-based images like satellite
imagery or elevation models), or tabular data with spatial attributes.

Key sources include datasets from government geological surveys, environmental agencies, census
bureaus, and academic research projects. The format of the data (e.g., shapefiles, GeoTIFFs, CSVs)
and the specific software used to access or process it can influence citation details.

Online Geographic Resources and Platforms
The internet has opened up vast repositories of geographic information. This includes online mapping
services, digital archives of historical maps, geographic databases accessible via web portals, and
interactive visualization tools.

Prominent examples include Google Maps, the Library of Congress's Geography and Map Division
digital collections, national spatial data infrastructures, and platforms like Esri's ArcGIS Online. Citing
these requires careful consideration of the specific webpage, dataset, or interactive feature being
referenced.

Citing Maps and Atlases According to CMOS
When incorporating traditional cartographic materials into research, the Chicago Manual of Style
provides clear guidance to ensure that these visual representations of space are accurately
attributed. The goal is to provide enough information for a reader to locate and identify the specific
map or atlas used.



Citing Individual Maps
For a standalone map, the citation should include the title of the map, the publisher, the place of
publication, and the year of publication. If a specific edition or version is relevant, that should also be
noted. If the map is part of a larger collection or found within a publication, additional details will be
necessary.

Citing Atlases
When referencing an atlas, the citation typically includes the title of the atlas, the editor or author (if
applicable), the publisher, the place of publication, and the year. If referencing a specific map within
an atlas, it is crucial to also include the page number(s) on which that map appears. This level of
detail ensures precision for the reader.

Title of Atlas

Editor/Author (if applicable)

Publisher

Place of Publication

Year of Publication

Page Number(s) for specific map

Citing Digital Geographic Data
The citation of digital geographic data, often referred to as geospatial data, requires a different
approach than traditional print sources. The dynamic and often complex nature of digital information
necessitates detailed information about the data's origin, format, and accessibility.

Attributing Geospatial Datasets
When citing a specific geospatial dataset, the citation should include the name of the dataset, the
author or creator, the date of creation or publication, and information about where the dataset was
obtained (e.g., the name of the website or repository). The file format and any version information are
also critical to include, as different versions may have variations.

For example, a citation might look like: "United States Geological Survey (USGS), National Elevation
Dataset, 2018, accessed October 26, 2023, https://ned.usgs.gov/." However, for specific datasets
downloaded from repositories, the format would be more akin to citing a book or article with a DOI or
stable URL if available.



Citing GIS Projects and Analyses
If a researcher has created a custom GIS project or conducted an analysis using specific data layers,
the methodology and data sources used should be clearly documented within the text or in
accompanying notes. When referring to the output of such a project, such as a map generated from
the analysis, the citation should reflect the origin of the base data and the analytical process applied.

A detailed description of the layers used, their sources, and the analytical operations performed may
be necessary, especially in technical reports or theses. This ensures transparency and reproducibility
of the research findings.

Citing Online Geographic Resources and Platforms
The proliferation of online geographic resources presents unique challenges for citation. The dynamic
nature of web content means that direct links may become obsolete, necessitating careful
consideration of how to best represent these sources according to CMOS.

Referencing Web Mapping Services
When using web mapping services like Google Maps or Bing Maps, the citation should include the
name of the service, the specific view or layer being referenced (e.g., satellite imagery, street view),
the date accessed, and a stable URL if possible. For static maps generated from these services, it's
important to note that they are derived from the platform.

Citing Digital Archives and Databases
Digital archives and online databases that host geographic information, such as historical map
collections or spatial data repositories, should be cited by identifying the collection or database name,
the institution hosting it, and the specific item or dataset being referenced, along with its URL and
access date. If a persistent identifier like a DOI is available, it should be used.

An example might be: "Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division, 'Map of the City of Chicago,
Illinois,' accessed October 26, 2023, https://www.loc.gov/maps/....

Data Acquired from Online Repositories
When data is downloaded from an online repository, the citation should clearly indicate the
repository's name, the dataset's title, the version (if applicable), the date of access, and the URL. For
datasets with DOIs, the DOI is the preferred persistent identifier.

Name of Repository

Dataset Title

Creator/Author of Dataset

Version (if applicable)



Date of Access

URL or DOI

Best Practices for Integrating Geographic Data
Beyond strict citation, the effective integration of geographic data into research involves thoughtful
presentation and contextualization. Adhering to CMOS principles extends to how this data is discussed
and visually represented within the body of the work.

Contextualizing Data in Text
When geographic data is mentioned in the text, it should be introduced clearly, identifying its source
and relevance to the argument being made. Brief descriptions of the data's characteristics, such as its
spatial resolution, temporal scope, or the methodology used in its collection, can enhance
understanding and credibility.

Creating and Citing Maps and Visualizations
If a researcher creates custom maps or visualizations from geographic data, these should be clearly
labeled with a title and a caption that provides descriptive information and, crucially, cites the original
data sources. The caption should also explain what the map illustrates and how it supports the
research.

For maps created by others that are included in a publication, they should be treated as figures and
cited accordingly, following the standard CMOS guidelines for figures, with an additional note about
the geographic data source if it differs from the map's creator.

Ensuring Data Accessibility and Reproducibility
While CMOS primarily focuses on citation and presentation, best practices in research also encourage
making data accessible where possible. When citing digital data, providing sufficient information
about its source and format helps readers understand and potentially reproduce the analysis. This
commitment to transparency strengthens the integrity of the research.

Challenges and Considerations
Navigating the landscape of geographic data sources for research, especially under the guidelines of
the Chicago Manual of Style, can present unique challenges. These often stem from the evolving
nature of digital information and the inherent complexity of spatial data.



Data Provenance and Licensing
Determining the precise provenance of geographic data can sometimes be difficult, especially with
data that has been aggregated or modified over time. Researchers must be diligent in tracing data
back to its original source. Furthermore, understanding the licensing associated with geographic data
is crucial; some datasets may have restrictions on their use or redistribution that need to be
acknowledged.

Version Control and Updates
Geographic datasets are frequently updated. It is essential to cite the specific version of a dataset
that was used for analysis, as updates can alter spatial boundaries, attributes, or resolutions. Failing
to specify the version can lead to confusion or misinterpretation of results, particularly in longitudinal
studies.

Proprietary vs. Open-Source Data
The distinction between proprietary and open-source geographic data influences how it is cited and
used. Proprietary data, often from commercial vendors, may come with specific terms of use that
need to be respected. Open-source data, while generally more accessible, still requires proper
attribution to acknowledge the creators and maintain academic integrity.

Metadata Standards
Many geographic datasets are accompanied by metadata, which provides essential information about
the data's characteristics, quality, and lineage. Researchers should consult and, where appropriate,
cite this metadata to provide a comprehensive understanding of the data used in their work. Adhering
to recognized metadata standards can greatly aid in clarity and reproducibility.

FAQ:

Q: What are the key elements required when citing a physical
map using the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: When citing a physical map, the Chicago Manual of Style typically requires the title of the map, the
publisher, the place of publication, and the year of publication. If it's a specific edition or part of a
larger work, those details should also be included to ensure precise identification.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style approach the
citation of digital geospatial datasets?
A: For digital geospatial datasets, CMOS emphasizes providing the name of the dataset, the creator or
author, the date of creation or publication, and the source from which it was obtained (e.g., repository
name, website). Version information and file format are also important for clarity.



Q: Is it necessary to cite the specific URL when referencing an
online mapping service like Google Maps?
A: Yes, it is generally recommended to provide a stable URL if possible when referencing online
mapping services. You should also specify the date of access and, if relevant, the specific view or
layer being used to ensure the reader can reconstruct the context.

Q: What is the role of metadata when citing geographic data
sources according to Chicago Manual of Style guidelines?
A: While CMOS primarily focuses on citation details, consulting and referencing metadata is a best
practice. Metadata provides crucial information about the data's origin, quality, and characteristics,
which can enhance the credibility and understanding of the research, although the metadata itself
might not always be explicitly cited unless it's a specific publication.

Q: How should a researcher cite a custom map they created
using geographic data from various sources?
A: When citing a custom-created map, the researcher should provide a clear title and caption. The
caption must detail the original data sources used to create the map, along with any analytical
methods employed. This ensures proper attribution of all underlying geographic data.

Q: What challenges might arise when citing geographic data
that has been updated or revised multiple times?
A: A significant challenge is ensuring that the specific version of the dataset used for the research is
clearly identified. Updates can alter spatial features or attribute data, so citing the exact version is
crucial for reproducibility and accurate representation of findings.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style distinguish between
citing proprietary and open-source geographic data?
A: CMOS does not make an explicit categorical distinction for citation purposes but implies that all
sources must be attributed clearly. However, researchers must be mindful of the terms of use and
licensing associated with both proprietary and open-source data, which may influence how they are
incorporated and referenced.
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