chicago manual of style guide for video
production

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a cornerstone of academic and professional writing, but its
application to the dynamic world of video production might seem less intuitive. Understanding the
Chicago Manual of Style guide for video production is crucial for creators aiming for clarity,
consistency, and professional polish in their visual narratives. This guide explores how CMOS
principles translate to the unique demands of filmmaking, covering everything from scriptwriting
conventions and on-screen text formatting to citation practices for visual media and the management
of production metadata. By adhering to these guidelines, video producers can elevate their work,
ensuring it meets the highest standards of journalistic integrity and scholarly rigor. This article will
delve into the specifics of applying CMOS to video, offering practical advice for various stages of the
production process.
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Understanding CMOS in the Video Context

The Chicago Manual of Style guide for video production is not about dictating camera angles or
editing rhythms, but rather about establishing a framework for clear, consistent, and professional
presentation. At its core, CMOS emphasizes accuracy, clarity, and usability for the reader (or in this
case, the viewer). When applied to video, this means ensuring that all textual elements, narrative
structures, and informational references are presented in a way that is easily understood and
verifiable.

The challenge lies in translating the principles of a print-based style guide to a multi-modal medium.
Video production involves visual, auditory, and textual components, all of which need to be
harmonized. The CMOS approach helps to bring order to this complexity, ensuring that, for example,
on-screen text aligns with voiceover narration and that any borrowed material is properly credited.
This foundational understanding is key to leveraging CMOS effectively in your video projects.

Scriptwriting and Formatting with CMOS

The foundation of any video project often begins with a script, and here, CMOS principles of clear and
concise writing are paramount. While specific industry standards for video scripts exist, incorporating
CMOS elements can enhance their professionalism, particularly for documentary, educational, or



corporate videos where accuracy and formal presentation are vital.

Scene Headings and Action Descriptions

CMOS suggests a clear, logical structure for written content. In video scripts, this translates to well-
defined scene headings that clearly indicate location (interior/exterior) and time (day/night). Action
descriptions should be concise, descriptive, and avoid subjective interpretations. They should focus on
what can be seen and heard, much like a reporter would describe an event.

Character Names and Dialogue

Character names in scripts are typically presented in all caps. Dialogue should be formatted for
readability, with proper punctuation mirroring standard prose conventions. CMOS’s emphasis on
correct grammar and syntax directly applies here, ensuring that spoken words are as clear and

impactful as intended, whether delivered by an actor or a narrator.

Parentheticals and Voiceover Cues

When using parentheticals for character tone or action, they should be brief and functional. For
voiceover narration, clear cues indicating the narrator’s presence are essential. CMOS’s guidance on
using italics for emphasis or for foreign words can also be considered, though sparingly, to avoid
distracting from the visual narrative.

On-Screen Text and Graphics

The integration of text and graphics directly within the video frame is a primary area where the
Chicago Manual of Style guide for video production offers significant value. This includes lower thirds,
titles, chyron, and any informational overlays designed to inform or contextualize the viewer.

Consistency in Typography

CMOS emphasizes consistency in typographic choices, which is equally important in video. This
means selecting a limited set of fonts and using them consistently throughout the production for all
on-screen text. The choice of font should prioritize readability at various screen resolutions. Serif fonts
might be used for formal titles, while sans-serif fonts are often preferred for lower thirds and
informational graphics due to their clarity on digital displays.

Formatting of Titles and Credits

Titles and credits should follow a logical order, mirroring the hierarchical structure suggested by
CMOS for written works. Major titles might be larger and more prominent, followed by segment titles,
and then individual credits. The style of capitalization and punctuation for these elements should



remain consistent with the overall typographic scheme established for the video.

Display of Dates, Numbers, and Proper Nouns

CMOS provides specific guidance on how to present dates, numbers, and proper nouns. This directly
applies to on-screen text. For instance, dates should be formatted consistently (e.g., July 4, 1776, or 4
July 1776, depending on established style, with CMOS often preferring the former for American
English). Numbers above a certain threshold are typically spelled out in prose but may be rendered
numerically on screen for clarity. Proper nouns, such as names of organizations or places, must be
spelled correctly and capitalized according to standard English conventions, as detailed in CMOS.

Citations and Attribution in Video

One of the most critical applications of the Chicago Manual of Style guide for video production relates
to attribution and citation. In an era of abundant digital content, properly crediting sources is not just
a matter of style but of ethical and legal integrity.

Visual Source Attribution

When using images, video clips, or other visual media obtained from external sources, clear
attribution is necessary. This can be achieved through on-screen credits, often placed at the end of
the video or within a dedicated credits sequence. The format should include the creator’s name, the
source of the material, and potentially a license type if applicable, such as Creative Commons.

Quoting and Paraphrasing

If a video includes direct quotes from individuals or texts, or paraphrases information, the original
source needs to be indicated. This can be done via voiceover, on-screen text, or within accompanying
documentation. For written sources, a format similar to CMOS’s footnote or endnote system can be
adapted, perhaps as a URL or a brief textual reference on screen during or after the relevant
segment.

Music and Audio Licensing

Proper licensing for music and audio is a crucial aspect of video production, and while CMOS doesn't
directly cover licensing law, its principles of attribution extend to acknowledging the rights holders of
musical compositions and sound recordings. On-screen credits should reflect the music used,
including composer and performing artist if relevant, and the source from which it was licensed.

The following is a list of common attribution elements that may need to be included in video
productions:

e Photographer/Videographer Name



e Source of Media (e.qg., Archive, Stock Photo Site)
e License Information (if applicable)

e Composer/Artist for Music

e Publisher for Textual Quotes

¢ Website or Publication for Referenced Data

Metadata and Archiving

While not directly visible to the viewer, the application of CMOS principles to video production extends
to the metadata associated with the video files and the documentation of the production process. This
ensures long-term accessibility, organization, and ease of reference.

Descriptive Metadata

Metadata fields, such as titles, descriptions, keywords, and subject categories, should be populated
using clear, concise language that aligns with CMOS standards for accuracy and consistency. Using
standardized terminology where possible aids in searchability and retrieval, whether for internal
archiving or for distribution on online platforms.

Production Notes and Logs

Detailed production notes, shot logs, and editing decisions should be documented in a structured
manner. This documentation can benefit from the clarity and organization advocated by CMOS,
ensuring that future reference to the project is straightforward. This includes consistent naming
conventions for files, clear descriptions of media assets, and a logical organization of project folders.

Version Control and Timestamping

When managing multiple versions of a video or its components, a clear version control system is
essential. While not a direct CMOS topic, the manual's emphasis on logical sequencing and clear
identification of elements can inform how versions are numbered and dated. Accurate timestamping
within edit logs also contributes to a precise record of the production process.

Applying CMOS to Video Editing and Production



Documentation

The Chicago Manual of Style guide for video production can also influence the way video projects are
edited and documented, fostering a sense of order and professionalism throughout the workflow.

Editing Pacing and Structure

While editing pace is an artistic choice, CMOS principles of clarity and logical progression can inform
structural decisions. Ensuring that narrative threads are easy to follow, that information is presented
in a coherent sequence, and that transitions are smooth all contribute to a viewer’s understanding,
aligning with CMOS'’s aim for reader comprehension.

Production Document Standards

Any formal documentation generated during the production process, such as treatment proposals,
storyboards, or final reports, should adhere to CMOS standards for writing. This includes consistent
formatting, correct grammar, proper citation of any research, and a professional tone. This ensures
that all project-related written materials are as polished and authoritative as the final video product
itself.

The following are key areas where CMOS principles enhance production documentation:

e Clarity in treatment writing
e Consistency in storyboard annotations
e Accuracy in research citations for proposals

e Professionalism in final project reports

By thoughtfully integrating the principles of the Chicago Manual of Style guide for video production,
creators can imbue their visual projects with an added layer of credibility and clarity, ensuring that
their message is not only seen and heard but also understood and respected.

FAQ

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) apply to
video scripts?

A: CMOS applies to video scripts primarily through its emphasis on clear, concise, and grammatically
correct writing. This translates to well-structured scene headings, descriptive action lines that focus
on observable elements, and correctly punctuated dialogue. While specific video script formatting



conventions exist, CMOS principles ensure the underlying text is professional and easy to
comprehend.

Q: What are the key considerations for on-screen text
formatting according to CMOS principles in video?

A: For on-screen text, CMOS principles guide consistency in typography, clear formatting of titles and
credits, and accurate presentation of dates, numbers, and proper nouns. This ensures readability and
professional polish across all textual elements that appear within the video frame.

Q: How should citations and attributions be handled in videos
following CMOS guidelines?

A: Following CMOS principles for citations in video means accurately crediting all sources of visual,
auditory, or informational content. This can be achieved through on-screen credits, specific textual
references, or within accompanying documentation, ensuring proper attribution for images, video

clips, music, and quoted material.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer guidance on video
editing styles?

A: CMOS does not directly dictate specific video editing styles or techniques. However, its overarching
principles of clarity, logical progression, and reader comprehension can inform editing decisions to
ensure that the narrative is coherent and easy for the viewer to follow.

Q: How can CMOS principles be applied to metadata and
archiving of video projects?

A: CMOS principles can be applied to video metadata and archiving by ensuring descriptive fields (like
titles, descriptions, and keywords) are clear, accurate, and consistently formatted. This aids in
organized record-keeping, efficient retrieval, and long-term accessibility of video assets.

Q: Is it necessary to use the full CMOS endnote/footnote
system for video citations?

A: While the full endnote/footnote system may not be practical for on-screen video citations, the
principle of providing clear and accessible source attribution is key. This might be adapted through
on-screen text references, URLs, or a dedicated credits section that lists sources clearly and
consistently, mirroring the intent of CMOS citation methods.

Q: What is the main benefit of using a Chicago Manual of Style



guide for video production?

A: The main benefit is the enhancement of professionalism, clarity, and credibility in video content. By
applying CMOS principles to scripts, on-screen text, citations, and documentation, producers can
ensure their work adheres to high standards of accuracy and consistency, making it more trustworthy
and accessible to viewers.
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