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chicago manual of style quick guide for theses serves as an indispensable resource
for students embarking on the demanding task of academic writing, particularly for
dissertations and doctoral theses. Navigating the intricacies of scholarly citation and
formatting can often feel like deciphering an ancient language, but a clear, concise guide
can demystify the process. This comprehensive article will provide a detailed overview of
key aspects of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) as they apply to thesis writing,
covering everything from in-text citations to the final formatting of your manuscript.
Understanding these guidelines is crucial for ensuring academic integrity, clarity, and a
polished final product that meets institutional and disciplinary standards. We will explore
citation methods, bibliography construction, and essential formatting elements designed
to make your thesis submission process smoother and more successful.
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Understanding the Two CMOS Citation Systems
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers two distinct systems for citing sources: the
Notes and Bibliography (NB) system and the Author-Date (AD) system. While both are
widely accepted, the choice often depends on your academic discipline or specific
university requirements. The NB system is more common in the humanities, while the AD
system is frequently used in the sciences and social sciences. It is paramount to confirm
which system your department or advisor mandates before you begin your thesis writing.
Utilizing the incorrect system can lead to significant revisions and delays.

The fundamental difference lies in how source information is presented. The NB system
primarily uses footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations, providing detailed source
information directly within the notes themselves. A bibliography then compiles all cited



sources at the end of the work. The AD system, conversely, uses parenthetical citations
within the text, typically including the author's last name and the year of publication, with
a corresponding reference list at the end that includes full source details.

Notes and Bibliography System (NB)
The Notes and Bibliography system is a cornerstone of many humanities disciplines. Its
strength lies in its ability to provide extensive contextual information or commentary
directly alongside the text, without disrupting the flow of the main argument. When you
first cite a source in a footnote or endnote, you provide a full citation. Subsequent
citations of the same source are typically shortened, referencing the author's last name, a
shortened title, and the page number. This system emphasizes the author's voice and
allows for detailed scholarly engagement with sources.

Formatting Footnotes and Endnotes
Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the citation is referenced, while
endnotes are compiled at the end of the chapter or document. Each note is numbered
sequentially and corresponds to a superscript number in the text. The first note for a
source should include all necessary bibliographic information: author’s full name, title of
the work (italicized or in quotation marks depending on the source type), publication
details (city, publisher, year), and the specific page number(s) being referenced.
Subsequent notes for the same source use a condensed format, typically the author's last
name, a shortened version of the title, and the page number.

Constructing the Bibliography
The bibliography is an alphabetical list of all sources consulted and cited in your thesis,
presented at the end of the document. Unlike the notes, the bibliography does not include
page numbers for direct quotations but rather provides the full publication details
necessary for a reader to locate the source. The formatting of each entry in the
bibliography mirrors the style of the first note for that source, but with specific structural
differences. For instance, author names are inverted in the bibliography (Last Name, First
Name), whereas in notes, they are typically in standard order (First Name Last Name).

Author-Date System (AD)
The Author-Date system is favored in many scientific and social science fields for its
efficiency and clarity. It allows readers to quickly identify the source of information
directly within the text, facilitating a more direct and often quantitative approach to
source integration. This system is particularly useful for disciplines where extensive
citation of research findings is common, and where the emphasis is on the recency and
specific findings of scholarly work.



In-Text Citations in Author-Date
In the Author-Date system, in-text citations are enclosed in parentheses and generally
include the author’s last name and the year of publication. For example, (Smith 2020). If a
specific page or range of pages is being referenced, it is added after the year, separated
by a comma: (Smith 2020, 45). When the author’s name is part of the sentence, only the
year is enclosed in parentheses, such as “Smith (2020) argues that…” . If two or more
authors are cited, the format varies depending on the number of authors, often involving
the use of “et al.” for multiple authors.

Creating the Reference List
The reference list, appearing at the end of the thesis, provides full bibliographic details for
all sources cited in the text. It is alphabetized by the author’s last name. Each entry in the
reference list is formatted similarly to the first note in the NB system but is structured to
facilitate quick identification of source information. Author names are inverted (Last
Name, First Name). The year of publication immediately follows the author’s name. Titles
of books are italicized, while titles of articles within journals are placed in quotation
marks. Publisher information for books and journal details for articles are also included.

Formatting Citations
Consistent and accurate citation formatting is one of the most critical aspects of adhering
to the Chicago Manual of Style for theses. Errors in this area can undermine the
credibility of your work. Whether using the NB or AD system, meticulous attention to
detail is required for every element of a citation, from punctuation to the capitalization of
titles.

Book Citations
For a book in the NB system (first note), a typical format is: John Smith, The History of
Ideas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021), 112. In the bibliography, it becomes:
Smith, John. The History of Ideas. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021. In the AD
system, the in-text citation would be (Smith 2021, 112) and the reference list entry would
be Smith, John. 2021. The History of Ideas. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Journal Article Citations
Citing journal articles requires specific details about the journal itself. For the NB system
(first note): Jane Doe, "A New Perspective on Literary Theory," Journal of Modern
Literature 35, no. 2 (2022): 150-165. In the bibliography: Doe, Jane. "A New Perspective
on Literary Theory." Journal of Modern Literature 35, no. 2 (2022): 150-165. For the AD
system, the in-text citation is (Doe 2022, 155) and the reference list entry is Doe, Jane.
2022. "A New Perspective on Literary Theory." Journal of Modern Literature 35 (2):
150-165.



Online Sources
Citing online sources demands careful attention to access dates and stable URLs or DOIs.
For the NB system (first note): Robert Johnson, "Understanding Digital Archives," Digital
Humanities Quarterly, accessed October 26, 2023,
https://www.digitalhumanities.org/journal/article/2023/understanding-digital-archives. In
the bibliography: Johnson, Robert. "Understanding Digital Archives." Digital Humanities
Quarterly. Accessed October 26, 2023.
https://www.digitalhumanities.org/journal/article/2023/understanding-digital-archives. The
AD system would include (Johnson 2023) in-text and a similar entry in the reference list,
ensuring all necessary retrieval information is present.

Formatting Your Thesis Manuscript
Beyond citation style, the physical presentation of your thesis is governed by strict
formatting guidelines to ensure readability and uniformity across academic institutions.
The Chicago Manual of Style offers comprehensive advice on manuscript preparation,
which is often supplemented by specific departmental or university requirements.
Adhering to these standards is as crucial as the content itself for a successful submission.

Title Page Requirements
The title page is the first impression of your thesis and must include specific information.
Typically, it will feature the full title of your thesis, your name, the degree for which you
are a candidate, the department and university, and the date of submission. Some
universities may also require the names of your thesis advisor and committee members on
the title page. Ensure all text is centered and appropriately spaced according to your
institution’s guidelines.

Margins, Pagination, and Spacing
Standard margins for academic manuscripts are usually 1 inch on all sides, though some
institutions may require wider margins on the left side for binding. Pagination is critical;
front matter (title page, abstract, table of contents, lists of tables/figures) is typically
numbered with lowercase Roman numerals, starting with “i” on the first page of the table
of contents. The main body of the thesis, including chapters, begins with Arabic numeral
“1” on the first page of the introduction. Double-spacing is generally the standard for the
main text, including citations, but some sections like block quotations or tables may be
single-spaced. Consult your university’s guidelines for precise specifications.

Tables and Figures
Tables and figures must be clearly labeled, numbered sequentially, and placed logically
within the text or in an appendix. Each table and figure should have a descriptive title and,
if necessary, explanatory notes. When referencing a table or figure in the text, use its
number, such as "as shown in Table 3.1." Ensure consistent formatting for all visual



elements, maintaining legibility and professional presentation. The Chicago Manual of
Style provides specific guidance on the capitalization and formatting of titles and captions
for tables and figures.

Appendix Formatting
Appendices are used for supplementary material that is too extensive or detailed for the
main body of the thesis. Each appendix should be labeled (e.g., Appendix A, Appendix B)
and have a clear title. If there are multiple appendices, they are typically placed at the end
of the document in alphabetical order. Material within appendices should follow the same
formatting guidelines as the main body of the thesis, including spacing and font, unless
otherwise specified by your institution.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices
Many students encounter similar challenges when adhering to the Chicago Manual of
Style for their theses. One of the most frequent issues is inconsistency in citation
formatting, particularly when mixing citation styles or failing to apply the chosen system
uniformly throughout the manuscript. Another common pitfall is misinterpreting the
nuances of footnote/endnote versus bibliography formatting, or incorrectly handling
shortened citations.

To avoid these problems, it is highly recommended to start with the correct citation style
guide early in your writing process. Utilize citation management software if it aids your
workflow, but always double-check the generated citations against CMOS guidelines.
Proofreading specifically for citation errors is essential. Reading your thesis aloud can
help identify awkward phrasing or stylistic inconsistencies that might have been missed
otherwise. Seeking feedback from your advisor or a writing center early and often is
invaluable for catching errors and ensuring compliance with all formatting requirements.

FAQ

Q: Which citation system should I use for my thesis:
Notes and Bibliography or Author-Date?
A: The choice between the Notes and Bibliography (NB) system and the Author-Date (AD)
system typically depends on your academic discipline and specific university or
departmental requirements. The NB system is prevalent in the humanities, while the AD
system is more common in the sciences and social sciences. Always consult your thesis
advisor or departmental guidelines to determine the required system.

Q: How do I format footnotes and endnotes correctly in



my thesis using CMOS?
A: In the Notes and Bibliography system, the first time you cite a source, provide a full
citation in a footnote or endnote. This includes the author's full name, the title of the work
(italicized), publication details (city, publisher, year), and the specific page number.
Subsequent citations of the same source use a shortened format: author's last name, a
condensed title, and the page number. Ensure consistent numbering and placement.

Q: What is the difference between a bibliography and a
reference list in CMOS?
A: Both a bibliography and a reference list appear at the end of your thesis, but they serve
slightly different purposes. A bibliography (used with the NB system) lists all sources
consulted and cited in your work, providing full bibliographic details. A reference list
(used with the AD system) lists only the sources directly cited in the text, also providing
full details. The primary difference is the system they support and, consequently, the
completeness of the entries in relation to the in-text citation method.

Q: How should I handle pagination for my thesis
according to CMOS?
A: Pagination in a CMOS-formatted thesis typically involves using lowercase Roman
numerals for the front matter (title page, abstract, table of contents, etc.), starting with “i”
on the table of contents page. The main body of the thesis, beginning with the
introduction, uses Arabic numerals, starting with “1.” Always check your institution’s
specific guidelines for any variations.

Q: What are the standard margin requirements for a
thesis formatted with CMOS?
A: While CMOS generally recommends 1-inch margins on all sides, many universities have
specific requirements for theses. A common practice is to maintain 1-inch margins but to
increase the left margin to 1.5 inches to accommodate binding. It is crucial to verify the
exact margin specifications with your university or department.

Q: How do I cite a website or online article using the
Chicago Manual of Style for my thesis?
A: To cite an online source in CMOS, you will need the author’s name (if available), the
title of the specific page or article (in quotation marks), the name of the website
(italicized), and a stable URL or DOI. For the NB system, include an access date. For the
AD system, the year of publication or last update is crucial. Always aim to provide the
most stable and accessible source information.
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