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The Chicago Manual of Style Psychology Writing Guide

chicago manual of style psychology writing provides a comprehensive framework for academic
and professional communication within the field of psychology. Adhering to its guidelines ensures
clarity, consistency, and credibility in research papers, dissertations, journal articles, and other
scholarly works. This guide will delve into the essential elements of applying the Chicago Manual of
Style (CMOS) to psychology writing, covering citation practices, manuscript preparation, grammar,
punctuation, and stylistic nuances specific to psychological research. By mastering these principles,
psychologists can effectively disseminate their findings and contribute meaningfully to the scientific
discourse. Understanding how to navigate CMOS for psychological texts is crucial for any aspiring
or established professional in the field.
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Introduction to CMOS in Psychology

The Chicago Manual of Style is a widely respected style guide that offers detailed recommendations
for all aspects of manuscript preparation and publication. For those engaged in psychology writing,
understanding its intricacies is paramount. This manual provides a structured approach to
presenting research, ensuring that findings are communicated with precision and professionalism. It
addresses everything from the initial drafting stages to the final polished manuscript, offering
guidance on clarity, conciseness, and academic integrity. Psychology, with its emphasis on empirical
evidence and rigorous methodology, benefits immensely from a standardized writing system like
CMOS.

The application of CMOS in psychology writing is not merely about adherence to rules; it's about
fostering clear and effective communication of complex ideas. Psychological research often involves
intricate statistical analyses, nuanced theoretical discussions, and the ethical treatment of
participants. CMOS helps to organize this information logically, making it accessible to both
specialists and a broader academic audience. By providing consistent guidelines for everything from
footnote usage to the proper formatting of tables and figures, CMOS elevates the readability and
impact of psychological scholarship.

Understanding Citation Styles: Notes and Bibliography
vs. Author-Date

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary citation systems: the notes-bibliography (NB)



system and the author-date (AD) system. For psychology writing, the choice between these two often
depends on the specific journal, publisher, or academic institution's requirements. The NB system
uses footnotes or endnotes for citations and a bibliography at the end of the work. This system is
more common in the humanities but can be used in some social science disciplines.

Conversely, the author-date system, which is more prevalent in scientific and social science fields
including psychology, uses parenthetical in-text citations consisting of the author's last name and the
year of publication. A corresponding reference list, alphabetized by author's last name, appears at
the end of the document. This system is often favored in psychology because it quickly directs
readers to the source's publication date, which is crucial for understanding the historical context
and progression of research findings in a rapidly evolving field. Both systems require meticulous
attention to detail to accurately attribute sources and avoid plagiarism.

The Notes-Bibliography System in Psychology

While less common than author-date in many psychology journals, the notes-bibliography system can
be employed for certain types of psychological scholarship. In this system, a superscript number is
placed after the relevant text, corresponding to a footnote or endnote containing the full citation
details. The notes system allows for extensive commentary and elaboration within the notes
themselves, which can be beneficial for discussions that diverge slightly from the main text or for
providing detailed acknowledgments. The bibliography at the end provides a comprehensive list of
all sources cited.

The Author-Date System in Psychology

The author-date system is the de facto standard for much of contemporary psychology writing. It
provides a concise in-text citation, such as (Smith, 2020), allowing readers to easily identify the
source and its publication year without interrupting the flow of the narrative. This is particularly
useful in scientific writing where the currency of research is often a critical factor. The reference list
complements these in-text citations, offering full bibliographic details for each source, enabling
readers to locate the original materials efficiently. This system prioritizes the chronological aspect of
scientific knowledge, which is fundamental to the iterative nature of psychological research.

Manuscript Preparation and Formatting

Proper manuscript preparation is crucial for any academic submission, and CMOS provides clear
guidelines to ensure a professional presentation. This includes specifications for margins, line
spacing, font choices, and the placement of headings and subheadings. For psychology writing,
consistency in these formatting elements contributes to the overall readability and credibility of the
research. Adhering to these standards demonstrates respect for the publication process and the
reader's time.

Effective manuscript formatting in psychology writing is designed to facilitate the clear presentation
of empirical data and theoretical arguments. CMOS offers detailed instructions on how to structure
different sections of a paper, from the abstract and introduction to the methods, results, discussion,
and references. The proper use of headings and subheadings, as outlined by CMOS, helps to guide
the reader through the complex information presented in a psychology paper, making it easier to
follow the logical progression of the study.



Title Page and Abstract

The title page for a psychology paper submitted under CMOS guidelines typically includes the title
of the paper, the author's name(s), and institutional affiliation(s). The abstract, a concise summary of
the research, should be a standalone paragraph that encapsulates the study's purpose, methods, key
findings, and implications. CMOS provides guidance on the ideal length and content of an abstract,
ensuring it effectively conveys the essence of the research without extraneous detail, which is
critical for quickly informing other researchers about the relevance of the work.

Headings and Subheadings

CMOS recommends a hierarchical structure for headings and subheadings to organize content
logically. In psychology writing, this is essential for breaking down complex sections such as
methodology, results, and discussion. Typically, main section headings are centered and in all caps,
while first-level subheadings are flush left and in title case, and second-level subheadings are
indented and in title case, followed by a colon. This consistent use of headings enhances scannability
and helps readers navigate the paper to find specific information quickly.

Tables and Figures

The presentation of data in tables and figures is a cornerstone of psychology research. CMOS offers
specific rules for formatting these elements to ensure clarity and conciseness. Tables should be
clearly labeled with numbers and descriptive titles, and their contents should be easily
understandable. Figures, including graphs and charts, should also be clearly labeled and referenced
in the text. CMOS provides guidance on the placement of tables and figures, their captions, and how
to refer to them within the narrative of the paper, ensuring that visual data complements the written
analysis effectively.

Grammar, Punctuation, and Style for Psychology

Beyond citation and formatting, CMOS offers extensive guidance on grammar, punctuation, and
stylistic choices that are crucial for clear and precise psychology writing. This includes rules for verb
tense, pronoun usage, and the avoidance of jargon where possible, or its careful definition when
necessary. Mastering these elements ensures that psychological research is communicated
unambiguously, minimizing potential misinterpretations by readers.

The meticulous application of grammar, punctuation, and style in psychology writing is fundamental
to scientific rigor. CMOS provides detailed recommendations on a wide array of linguistic issues. For
instance, it addresses the proper use of commas, semicolons, and colons, which are vital for
constructing clear and grammatically sound sentences. Furthermore, CMOS offers advice on stylistic
consistency, such as whether to use the Oxford comma and how to handle abbreviations and
acronyms, all of which contribute to the professional presentation of psychological research.

Verb Tense and Voice

CMOS generally advises using the past tense to describe completed research actions, such as "The



participants completed the task" or "The study found that..." The active voice is preferred for clarity
and directness, though the passive voice may be appropriate in certain contexts, particularly in the
methods section to emphasize the procedure rather than the researcher. For example, "Data were
collected" is common in methods sections. However, the overarching goal is clarity, and CMOS
encourages authors to choose the voice that best conveys their meaning precisely.

Numbers and Statistics

Psychology writing frequently involves the presentation of numerical data and statistical
information. CMOS provides comprehensive rules for when to spell out numbers and when to use
numerals. Generally, numbers one through nine are spelled out, while numerals are used for 10 and
above. However, there are exceptions, particularly when dealing with statistical values, units of
measurement, or when comparing numbers. Specific guidance is given for reporting statistical
findings, such as p-values, confidence intervals, and effect sizes, ensuring consistency and accuracy
in data reporting.

Use of Jargon and Technical Terms

While psychology is a technical field, effective writing strives for clarity. CMOS encourages authors
to use jargon judiciously and to define technical terms upon their first use, especially if the intended
audience may not be specialists in that particular subfield. This ensures that the research is
accessible to a wider range of psychologists and researchers. When technical terms are essential,
their precise and consistent application, as guided by CMOS, is critical.

Specific Considerations for Psychology Writing

Certain aspects of psychology research require specialized attention within any style guide. CMOS
addresses these by providing nuanced recommendations. This includes guidance on reporting
research involving human or animal participants, ethical considerations in reporting findings, and
the accurate representation of statistical results. Applying CMOS thoughtfully ensures that the
ethical and methodological integrity of psychological research is upheld.

The field of psychology often grapples with unique writing challenges, such as the reporting of
complex experimental designs, qualitative data analysis, and the ethical implications of research.
CMOS offers valuable frameworks for addressing these specific needs within a standardized
academic structure. This includes how to discuss participant demographics, consent procedures, and
the potential for bias in research interpretation, all of which are critical components of responsible
psychological scholarship.

Ethical Considerations in Reporting

CMOS emphasizes the importance of ethical reporting in all academic disciplines, and this is
particularly relevant in psychology. This includes guidelines on protecting participant anonymity,
avoiding fabricated data, and accurately representing research findings. When discussing sensitive
topics or populations, CMOS encourages a respectful and objective tone. Proper attribution of
sources is also a key ethical imperative, preventing plagiarism and giving credit where it is due.



Reporting on Human and Animal Participants

When describing research involving human participants, CMOS offers guidance on presenting
demographic information appropriately and respectfully. This includes specifying age ranges,
gender identities, ethnic or racial backgrounds, and other relevant characteristics without resorting
to stereotypes. For research involving animals, CMOS stresses the importance of humane treatment
and accurate description of experimental procedures. Adhering to these guidelines ensures that the
reporting of such research is both scientifically sound and ethically responsible.

Citing Qualitative and Quantitative Data

Both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies are prevalent in psychology. CMOS
provides guidance on how to cite data from both types of studies. For quantitative data, this often
involves referencing statistical outputs and research findings from published studies. For qualitative
data, such as interview transcripts or observational notes, CMOS advises on how to cite these within
the text and in the reference list, ensuring proper attribution and the protection of participant
privacy, especially when the data is not publicly available.

Citing Psychological Research and Data

Accurate and consistent citation is the bedrock of scholarly integrity. In psychology writing, CMOS
provides clear rules for citing a wide range of sources, including journal articles, books, book
chapters, dissertations, conference proceedings, and even online resources. The specific format for
each source type is detailed, ensuring that readers can easily locate the original materials and verify
the research.

The accurate citation of psychological research and data is non-negotiable for maintaining academic
credibility. CMOS offers meticulous instructions for referencing diverse types of scholarly materials
encountered in psychological studies. This includes the proper formatting of journal article citations,
which often feature author names, publication year, article title, journal title, volume and issue
numbers, and page ranges. Similarly, CMOS provides detailed guidelines for citing books, edited
volumes, and online databases, ensuring that all relevant information is included for clear
identification and retrieval.

Journal Articles

Journal articles are a primary source of information in psychology. Whether using the notes-
bibliography or author-date system, CMOS specifies how to format citations for these articles. This
typically includes the author(s)' last name(s), year of publication, article title, journal title
(italicized), volume number (italicized), issue number (in parentheses), and page numbers. For
online articles, DOI (Digital Object Identifier) is often included when available, providing a stable
link to the source.

Books and Edited Volumes

Citing books and chapters within edited volumes follows specific CMOS conventions. For books, this



usually involves the author(s)' name(s), publication year, title of the book (italicized), publisher, and
location of publication. For chapters in edited volumes, the citation includes the chapter author(s),
chapter title, the editor(s) of the volume, the volume title (italicized), and the page range of the
chapter. This detailed approach ensures that all essential bibliographic information is provided.

Online Resources and Data Repositories

The digital age has expanded the types of sources available to researchers. CMOS provides
guidelines for citing online articles, websites, and data repositories, which are increasingly common
in psychology. This often includes the author or organization, publication or last updated date, title
of the specific page or data set, and the URL. If a specific retrieval date is necessary for online
content that may change, it can also be included.

The application of the Chicago Manual of Style to psychology writing is an indispensable skill for
scholars in the field. By adhering to its detailed guidelines on citation, manuscript preparation,
grammar, punctuation, and stylistic nuances, psychologists can ensure their research is
communicated with clarity, precision, and academic rigor. Mastering these principles not only
enhances the credibility of individual works but also contributes to the collective advancement of
psychological knowledge through consistent and effective scholarly communication. The
comprehensive nature of CMOS empowers writers to present their findings in a manner that is both
accessible and authoritative, fostering a deeper understanding and engagement with psychological
science.

FAQ

Q: Which citation style is most commonly used in psychology
writing according to the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, the author-date system is more commonly used in
scientific and social science fields, including psychology, compared to the notes-bibliography system.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style advise on handling
numbers in psychology papers?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends spelling out numbers one through nine and
using numerals for 10 and above, but it provides specific exceptions for statistical values, units of
measurement, and comparative numbers often encountered in psychology research.

Q: What is the recommended approach for verb tense in
psychology writing under CMOS guidelines?

A: For describing completed research actions in psychology writing, the Chicago Manual of Style
generally advises using the past tense, such as "The participants completed the study." The active
voice is usually preferred for clarity, though the passive voice may be appropriate in specific
contexts like methods sections.



Q: How should technical terms and jargon be handled in
psychology papers following CMOS?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style encourages the judicious use of jargon in psychology writing and
advises defining technical terms upon their first use to ensure clarity and accessibility for a broader
academic audience.

Q: What are the key considerations for presenting tables and
figures in psychology writing according to CMOS?

A: CMOS provides specific rules for formatting tables and figures in psychology writing,
emphasizing clear labeling, descriptive titles, and proper referencing within the text to ensure the
data is easily understandable and complements the written analysis.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer specific guidance on
ethical reporting in psychology research?

A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes ethical reporting in all academic disciplines,
including psychology, with specific guidance on protecting participant anonymity, avoiding data
fabrication, and accurately representing research findings.

Q: How does CMOS advise on citing online resources and data
repositories for psychology research?

A: For psychology research, the Chicago Manual of Style provides guidelines for citing online
articles, websites, and data repositories, typically including the author/organization,
publication/update date, title, and URL, and sometimes a retrieval date if the content is prone to
change.

Q: Is the Oxford comma consistently recommended for
psychology writing under the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance on stylistic consistency, including the use of the
Oxford comma, but allows for author choice while emphasizing that consistency within a document
is paramount for clear psychology writing.
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