
chicago manual of style geographic research
paper
The Chicago Manual of Style geographic research paper is a cornerstone for scholars aiming for
clarity, consistency, and academic rigor in their work. Properly adhering to its guidelines ensures that
research on geographical topics, from spatial analysis to human geography, is presented with
precision and credibility. This comprehensive guide will delve into the intricacies of applying the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) specifically to geographic research papers, covering everything from
citation formats and manuscript preparation to the nuanced presentation of geographical data.
Understanding these conventions is not merely about following rules; it is about enhancing the
readability and impact of your scholarly contributions, making your geographic insights accessible
and verifiable to a global academic audience. This article will equip you with the knowledge to
navigate the complexities of CMOS for your next geographic research endeavor.
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Understanding the Scope of CMOS for Geographic
Research

The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for academic writing across various
disciplines, and its application to geographic research papers is particularly crucial due to the field's
reliance on empirical data, cartographic representations, and interdisciplinary connections. Whether
your research focuses on physical geography, human geography, geographic information systems
(GIS), or environmental studies, understanding how CMOS addresses the unique demands of your
field is paramount. This section will explore the foundational principles of CMOS and how they
translate to the specific needs of geographic scholarship.

Geographic research often involves a blend of qualitative and quantitative methodologies,
necessitating clear and consistent documentation of sources, methods, and findings. CMOS offers two
primary citation systems: the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. For geographic
research papers, the choice between these systems often depends on the specific journal or
publisher's requirements, though the notes-bibliography system is frequently favored in the
humanities and social sciences, which frequently intersect with human geography. The author-date
system, on the other hand, is more prevalent in natural sciences and some quantitative social science
disciplines. Regardless of the system chosen, meticulous application is key to establishing academic
integrity.



Key Principles of CMOS for Geographic Research

At its core, CMOS emphasizes clarity, accuracy, and consistency. For geographic research, this
translates into several key areas of focus. First, the precise identification and citation of all sources,
including maps, satellite imagery, datasets, and oral histories, is vital. Second, the consistent
formatting of tables, figures, and maps ensures that visual information is presented in a way that is
easily understood and interpreted by the reader. Third, the proper use of terminology, including
geographical terms and technical jargon related to GIS or remote sensing, contributes to the overall
professionalism and clarity of the paper.

The manual also provides guidance on matters such as the use of abbreviations, the capitalization of
geographical names, and the formatting of bibliographies. These seemingly minor details can
significantly impact the reader's perception of your work's quality. By adhering to CMOS, you
demonstrate a commitment to scholarly best practices, making your research more accessible and
credible to your peers and the wider academic community.

Manuscript Preparation and Formatting Essentials

The physical presentation of your geographic research paper is the first point of contact for your
reader, and adhering to CMOS formatting guidelines ensures a professional and organized
appearance. This section outlines the essential manuscript preparation aspects, focusing on elements
directly relevant to research papers, including structure, headings, and the treatment of textual
elements.

A well-structured geographic research paper typically follows a logical progression, beginning with an
introduction that clearly states the research question, methodology, and significance. This is followed
by a literature review, a detailed methodology section, results, discussion, and conclusion. CMOS
provides recommendations for the use of headings and subheadings to delineate these sections,
enhancing readability and helping readers navigate complex information. The consistent application
of heading styles is a hallmark of a professionally prepared manuscript.

Structuring Your Geographic Research Paper

The standard structure for academic papers, including those in geography, is essential for conveying
research effectively. CMOS offers guidelines for manuscript organization, emphasizing a clear and
logical flow of information. For a geographic research paper, this usually entails:

An Abstract: A concise summary of the research.

Introduction: Setting the context, stating the problem, and outlining objectives.

Literature Review: situating your research within existing scholarship.

Methodology: Detailing the research design, data collection, and analytical techniques, which



can be particularly detailed in geographic studies involving spatial analysis or field work.

Results: Presenting findings, often supported by tables, figures, and maps.

Discussion: Interpreting the results and relating them back to the research question and
existing literature.

Conclusion: Summarizing key findings and suggesting future research directions.

References/Bibliography: A comprehensive list of all sources cited.

Appendices (if necessary): For supplementary materials.

Headings, Paragraphs, and Typography

CMOS provides specific guidance on the hierarchy and formatting of headings to organize your
content effectively. Typically, main sections are introduced with a clear, centered, or left-aligned
heading, followed by subheadings to break down complex topics further. Paragraphs should be clearly
delineated, usually through indentation or a double-spacing convention, aiding readability. CMOS also
offers recommendations on typeface selection and other typographic elements to ensure consistency
and legibility throughout your manuscript, which is particularly important when dealing with lengthy
geographical descriptions or technical data.

Citation and Referencing in Geographic Research

Accurate and consistent citation is the bedrock of academic integrity, and for geographic research
papers, it is especially critical due to the diverse range of source materials encountered, from peer-
reviewed articles and books to government reports, datasets, and cartographic products. CMOS offers
two primary citation systems, each with its own set of rules, but both demanding meticulous attention
to detail.

The notes-bibliography system, favored in many humanities and social science disciplines, uses
footnotes or endnotes to cite sources, followed by a bibliography at the end of the paper. The author-
date system, more common in some scientific fields, uses in-text citations with the author's last name
and the year of publication, typically followed by a reference list. For geographic research, the choice
of system will largely depend on the publication venue or institutional guidelines. Regardless of the
system, the goal is to provide readers with enough information to locate and verify your sources.

Applying the Notes-Bibliography System

When using the notes-bibliography system in a geographic research paper, each footnote or endnote
should provide complete citation information for the first mention of a source, with subsequent



mentions using a shortened form. This is particularly useful when citing multiple works by the same
author or multiple articles from the same journal. For geographic sources, ensure that elements like
the author, title, publication details, and importantly, specific page numbers or map coordinates, are
accurately recorded. The bibliography then lists all cited sources alphabetically by author's last name.

Applying the Author-Date System

The author-date system, while less common in some traditional geography subfields, is gaining
traction. In this system, in-text citations would appear as (Author Year, page number if applicable).
For instance, a citation for a journal article might look like (Smith 2020, 145) or for a book (Jones
2019). The corresponding reference list at the end of the paper would include full bibliographic details
for each source, alphabetized by the author's last name. This system is often preferred for its
conciseness within the text, allowing for a smoother reading experience, especially when numerous
sources are referenced.

Citing Diverse Geographic Sources

Geographic research frequently draws upon a wide array of source types beyond typical academic
texts. CMOS provides guidance for citing these diverse materials, which is essential for
comprehensive referencing. This includes:

Maps and Atlases: Citing cartographers, publishers, publication dates, and scale.

Datasets: Including data creators, title, version, and repository.

Government Reports and Publications: Citing the issuing agency, report title, and publication
details.

Satellite Imagery and Remote Sensing Data: Specifying the sensor, acquisition date, and data
provider.

Geographic Databases: Providing details about the database and its source.

Accurately documenting these varied sources lends significant credibility to your geographic research
and allows others to replicate or build upon your work.

Presenting Geographical Data and Visualizations

The presentation of data and visualizations is arguably one of the most critical aspects of a
geographic research paper. Maps, charts, graphs, and tables are not merely decorative; they are
integral to communicating spatial patterns, relationships, and quantitative findings. CMOS offers clear
guidelines on how to present these elements professionally and consistently, ensuring they enhance,
rather than detract from, your research narrative.



When preparing tables and figures for your geographic research, consistency in formatting is
paramount. This includes the numbering of figures and tables, the style of captions or legends, and
the overall layout. Each visual element should be clearly labeled and referred to in the text, allowing
readers to easily find and understand the information it conveys. The goal is to make complex
geographical information accessible and interpretable.

Formatting Tables in Geographic Research

Tables in geographic research papers are used to present numerical data in an organized format.
CMOS provides specific rules for table construction, emphasizing clarity and legibility. This includes
guidelines for table titles, column headings, row labels, and the use of rules (lines) within the table.
For instance, avoid overly complex tables that are difficult to read; instead, consider breaking them
down into smaller, more manageable units. Ensure all units of measurement are clearly indicated.

Incorporating Figures and Maps

Figures in geographic research encompass a broad range of visual representations, from statistical
graphs and charts to complex cartographic products. CMOS dictates that figures should be numbered
consecutively and each should have a clear caption that explains its content without requiring the
reader to refer back to the main text. For maps, this means including essential cartographic elements
such as a north arrow, scale bar, legend, and source information. The quality and clarity of your maps
directly impact the reader's understanding of your spatial arguments.

Captions, Legends, and Labels

Well-crafted captions and legends are essential for interpreting visual data. CMOS advises that
captions for figures and tables should be concise yet informative. For maps, the legend is particularly
important, explaining the meaning of symbols, colors, and patterns used. All labels within figures and
maps should be clear, legible, and consistent in font and size. The aim is to ensure that every visual
element is self-explanatory to a reasonable degree.

Specialized Considerations for Geographic Papers

Beyond the general principles of manuscript preparation and citation, geographic research papers
often present unique challenges and opportunities that CMOS addresses or can be adapted to. These
can range from the precise labeling of geographical features to the ethical considerations of using
sensitive spatial data. Understanding these nuances will help refine your application of CMOS to your
specific research context.

The naming and capitalization of geographical features, for instance, require careful attention. CMOS
provides guidance on standard practices for toponyms, helping to maintain consistency and accuracy



when referring to places. Furthermore, the ethical implications of presenting spatial data, particularly
when it involves human populations, necessitate a thoughtful approach to data anonymization and
representation, aspects that are increasingly important in contemporary geographic research.

Capitalization and Naming of Geographical Features

CMOS offers specific guidance on the capitalization of geographical names, also known as toponyms.
Generally, proper nouns referring to specific geographical features are capitalized (e.g., Rocky
Mountains, Mississippi River). However, common nouns that form part of a geographical name are
also capitalized when used as part of the proper name (e.g., Lake Superior, not lake Superior). When
used descriptively, they are often lowercase (e.g., a rocky mountain range, a broad river valley).
Familiarize yourself with the specific rules for various types of features, such as continents, oceans,
cities, and administrative divisions, to ensure accuracy and consistency in your paper.

Ethical Considerations in Presenting Spatial Data

Contemporary geographic research, especially in human geography and GIS, often deals with data
that can identify individuals or sensitive community information. CMOS, while not a full guide to data
ethics, supports the principles of responsible scholarship. This means that when presenting spatial
data, especially maps or analytical results derived from it, researchers must consider privacy and
potential harm. Techniques like data aggregation, generalization, or the use of representative points
instead of precise locations may be necessary. Always consult institutional review boards and ethical
guidelines specific to your research context in conjunction with CMOS principles of clear and honest
representation.

Units of Measurement and Spatial References

In geographic research, consistent use of units of measurement is vital. Whether you are reporting
distances, areas, elevations, or population densities, clearly state the units (e.g., kilometers, square
miles, meters above sea level, persons per square kilometer). CMOS recommends using standard
scientific notation and abbreviations. Similarly, when referencing specific locations, be precise. This
might involve using standard geographical coordinates (latitude and longitude), descriptive place
names, or references to well-defined spatial entities. The goal is to eliminate ambiguity in your spatial
descriptions and analyses.

Finalizing Your Chicago Manual of Style Geographic
Research Paper

The final stages of preparing your geographic research paper involve a thorough review process,
ensuring that every element of your manuscript aligns with CMOS guidelines and contributes to the
overall clarity and professionalism of your work. This meticulous attention to detail during the



finalization phase is what distinguishes a well-crafted academic paper from one that is merely
adequate.

Proofreading for grammatical errors, spelling mistakes, and punctuation is standard practice for any
academic document. However, for a paper following CMOS, this also includes a dedicated check for
adherence to all stylistic conventions. This means re-verifying citation formats, table and figure
numbering, heading consistency, and the proper use of specialized terminology. A final read-through
specifically focused on these CMOS requirements will help catch any oversights.

The Importance of Proofreading and Editing

A polished geographic research paper is a testament to the author's dedication to their field and to
academic rigor. CMOS emphasizes the importance of clear and error-free prose. During the final
editing phase, focus on eliminating any jargon that is not essential, clarifying complex sentences, and
ensuring a smooth flow between paragraphs and sections. Since geographic research can involve
intricate details, a clean manuscript allows readers to focus on the substance of your arguments and
findings, rather than being distracted by errors or inconsistencies.

Beyond basic proofreading, consider having a colleague or peer review your manuscript. An external
reader can often spot errors or areas of confusion that you might have overlooked. Encourage them
to specifically comment on the adherence to CMOS formatting and citation standards, as well as the
overall clarity and coherence of your geographic arguments. This collaborative approach can
significantly enhance the quality of your final submission.

Final Checklist for CMOS Compliance

Before submitting your geographic research paper, it is highly recommended to create and follow a
final checklist specifically for CMOS compliance. This checklist should include:

Correct use of footnotes/endnotes or author-date citations throughout the text.

Accuracy and completeness of the bibliography or reference list.

Proper formatting of all tables, figures, and maps, including numbering, captions, and legends.

Consistent use of heading styles and paragraph formatting.

Correct capitalization and spelling of geographical names and technical terms.

Adherence to CMOS guidelines regarding abbreviations, numbers, and units of measurement.

A clear and concise abstract that accurately reflects the paper's content.

Overall manuscript formatting, including margins, line spacing, and font.



By systematically working through such a checklist, you can be confident that your geographic
research paper meets the high standards expected in academic publishing and presents your
valuable research in the most effective manner possible.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the two citation
systems offered by the Chicago Manual of Style for a
geographic research paper?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers two main citation systems: the notes-bibliography
system and the author-date system. The notes-bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes for in-
text citations and concludes with a bibliography. This system is often favored in humanities and some
social sciences. The author-date system uses in-text citations consisting of the author's last name and
publication year, followed by a reference list. This system is more common in scientific disciplines. For
geographic research papers, the choice often depends on the specific journal or publisher's
requirements, with the notes-bibliography system being prevalent in many geography subfields.

Q: How should I cite a map or a geographic dataset when
using the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Citing maps and geographic datasets requires attention to specific details in CMOS. For maps,
include the cartographer (if known), title, publisher, place of publication, year, and scale. For datasets,
cite the creator or producer, the dataset title, version number, publication date, and the repository or
source where it was accessed. It is crucial to provide enough information for a reader to locate the
exact map or dataset used in your research.

Q: What are the key considerations for formatting figures and
maps in a geographic research paper according to CMOS?
A: When formatting figures and maps according to CMOS for a geographic research paper, ensure
each visual element is numbered sequentially (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2). Each figure and map must
have a clear, descriptive caption that explains its content. For maps, essential cartographic elements
such as a north arrow, scale bar, legend, and source information must be included. All labels within
the visuals should be legible and consistent. The goal is to make your spatial representations easily
understandable and interpretable.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer specific guidance on
geographical names and their capitalization?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style provides specific guidance on the capitalization of geographical
names (toponyms). Generally, proper nouns referring to specific geographical features are capitalized
(e.g., Sierra Nevada, Atlantic Ocean). Common nouns that are part of a proper geographical name are



also capitalized when used as part of that name (e.g., Lake Michigan). When used descriptively, they
are often lowercase (e.g., a large lake, a mountain range). Familiarizing yourself with the manual's
specific rules for various geographical features is essential for accuracy.

Q: How does CMOS address the ethical presentation of
sensitive spatial data in geographic research papers?
A: While CMOS doesn't provide a comprehensive guide to data ethics, it emphasizes clear and honest
representation. For geographic research papers dealing with sensitive spatial data (e.g., human
populations), researchers must consider privacy and potential harm. This might involve using data
aggregation, generalization, or anonymization techniques. Always consult institutional review boards
and relevant ethical guidelines in conjunction with CMOS principles to ensure responsible data
presentation.

Q: What is the recommended method for presenting units of
measurement in a geographic research paper following
CMOS?
A: CMOS recommends using standard scientific notation and abbreviations for units of measurement.
In geographic research, this is crucial for clarity when reporting distances, areas, elevations, or
population densities. Always clearly state the units used (e.g., kilometers, square miles, meters above
sea level, persons per square kilometer) to avoid ambiguity. Consistency in units throughout the
paper is key.

Q: Can I use an author-date citation system if my geographic
research paper is for a journal that traditionally uses notes
and bibliography?
A: Generally, you should adhere to the citation style preferred by the specific journal or publisher for
your geographic research paper. While CMOS offers both systems, journals typically have a
designated style guide that must be followed. If a journal traditionally uses notes and bibliography,
you should adopt that system. If you are unsure, consult the journal's submission guidelines or
contact the editor.

Q: What should be included in the methodology section of a
geographic research paper when using CMOS?
A: The methodology section in a geographic research paper, following CMOS, should thoroughly detail
your research design, data collection methods, and analytical techniques. This includes describing the
geographical area studied, the types of data gathered (e.g., survey data, remote sensing imagery,
archival records), the tools or software used for analysis (especially if using GIS), and any statistical or
spatial analysis methods employed. Clarity and sufficient detail are essential for reproducibility.
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