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chicago manual of style social media citations updates are a critical concern for academics,
researchers, and anyone needing to accurately document digital content. As social media platforms
continue to evolve and become integral parts of communication and information dissemination,
adhering to established citation guidelines for these dynamic sources becomes increasingly complex.
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), a widely respected authority in academic and professional
writing, has periodically updated its recommendations to address the unique challenges presented
by social media. This comprehensive article will delve into the latest guidance on citing social media,
exploring the rationale behind these updates, practical examples, and best practices for ensuring
your citations are both accurate and compliant. Understanding these nuances is paramount for
academic integrity and clear communication in our digitally saturated world.
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The rapid proliferation and diversification of social media platforms have presented significant
challenges for traditional citation styles. Platforms like Twitter (now X), Facebook, Instagram,
TikTok, and LinkedIn generate vast amounts of content, ranging from personal opinions and news
articles to professional announcements and visual media. These sources, while valuable, often lack
the permanence and formal structure of academic journals or books. Consequently, citation manuals
like the Chicago Manual of Style have had to adapt their guidelines to accommodate these new
forms of digital communication. The updates reflect a growing recognition that social media is a
legitimate, albeit often informal, source of information that warrants proper attribution.



The core issue CMOS addresses is how to provide enough information for a reader to locate the
cited material reliably, even when that material exists in a transient digital space. Earlier editions of
CMOS offered less specific guidance for social media, often defaulting to general guidelines for
online sources. However, as social media became more prevalent in scholarly research and
professional reporting, more tailored advice became essential. The updates aim to strike a balance
between providing clear, actionable instructions and acknowledging the fluid nature of social media
content. This involves considering factors such as the platform, the type of content, and the
accessibility of the source.

Key Principles Guiding Chicago Manual of Style Social
Media Citation Updates

Several fundamental principles underpin the CMOS approach to social media citations. Foremost
among these is the goal of providing the reader with sufficient information to find the original
source. This means identifying the author or creator, the content itself, the platform where it was
published, and the date of publication or access. CMOS emphasizes clarity and consistency, urging
writers to apply the same logic and structure to all their citations, regardless of the source type. The
manual also acknowledges that not all social media content is created equal; ephemeral posts or
private messages may require different treatment than public broadcasts or archived content.

Another crucial principle is the emphasis on the accessibility of the source. If a social media post is
behind a privacy wall or requires a specific account to view, this must be noted. CMOS encourages
writers to cite what is publicly available and verifiable. The updates also highlight the importance of
capturing the most relevant details for each specific platform. For instance, a tweet's character limit
might necessitate a different approach to describing its content than a longer Facebook post or an
Instagram caption. The underlying philosophy remains consistent: enable a reader to locate the
original material with reasonable ease.

Identifying the Author and Platform

The first step in citing any social media content is to clearly identify the author or creator. This could
be an individual, an organization, or a specific handle or username. The platform where the content
was published is equally important. Whether it's a tweet, a Facebook post, an Instagram photo with
a caption, or a LinkedIn article, naming the platform provides crucial context. For example,
distinguishing between a Twitter post and a Facebook post is vital because their formats and typical
content differ significantly. Accurate identification helps readers understand the origin and potential
bias of the information.

When referring to a user, it's generally best to use their real name if known and relevant. However,
if the user primarily operates under a username or handle, that should be used. For institutional
accounts, the organization's name is typically employed. The platform name should always be
explicitly stated to avoid ambiguity. For instance, one might cite "John Smith (on Twitter)" or "The
New York Times (on Facebook)." This clarity ensures that the reader knows precisely where the
information originated from.



Capturing the Content and Context

Beyond the author and platform, the specific content being cited needs to be described accurately.
This might involve quoting directly from a post, summarizing its key points, or describing a visual
element like a photograph or video. The goal is to give the reader a clear understanding of what the
social media item is about without requiring them to find and view it themselves. However, if the
exact wording is important, direct quotation is preferred. Context is also key; understanding the
surrounding discussion or the purpose of the post can be vital for its accurate interpretation.

For posts with significant length, CMOS suggests providing a brief but informative description of the
content. For shorter posts, such as tweets, the full text is often sufficient. If the social media item
includes a link, that link should ideally be included in the full citation in the bibliography. However,
CMOS acknowledges that social media links can be volatile, so the description of the content and the
date remain paramount for retrieval. The temporal aspect is also crucial; social media content is
often time-sensitive, making the date of the post a necessary piece of information.

Specific Guidance for Different Social Media Platforms

The Chicago Manual of Style recognizes that different social media platforms have unique
characteristics that influence how their content should be cited. While the core principles remain the
same, the specific details required for a citation will vary. Understanding these platform-specific
nuances is essential for accurate and comprehensive referencing.

Citing Tweets (X Posts)

Given the prevalence of Twitter (now X) as a source of real-time information and commentary,
CMOS provides specific guidance for citing tweets. When citing a tweet, include the author's
username (preceded by the "@" symbol), the full text of the tweet (if brief enough), and the date it
was posted. If the tweet includes a URL, that should also be part of the citation. For example:
"@JohnSmith, 'This is an interesting point about the latest research! academic' (Twitter, March 15,
2023). It's crucial to capture the essence of the tweet, especially if it's part of a larger conversation
or thread.

For longer tweets or when the full text is less critical than the message, a concise summary can be
used, followed by a description of the content. However, direct quotation is generally preferred for
accuracy. Remember to check if the tweet is still publicly available or if it has been deleted. If the
author is a known public figure or organization, their real name might be used in conjunction with
their handle for clarity, especially in the initial citation. The date of the tweet is a mandatory
element for retrieval.

Citing Facebook Posts



Facebook posts, which can vary significantly in length and format, require a slightly different
approach. When citing a public Facebook post, identify the author (individual or page name), the full
text or a description of the content, and the date the post was published. If the post contains a link,
include it. For example: "The official page of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 'Our latest exhibition
opens next week!' (Facebook, April 2, 2023)." The privacy settings of Facebook posts are a
significant consideration.

CMOS advises that if a Facebook post is from a private profile or group, it should generally not be
cited in academic work unless it is publicly accessible to the reader. If it is accessible, this should be
noted in the citation. The nature of the content (e.g., an announcement, a personal reflection, a
shared article) should inform the description. For shared links, the description of the original linked
material is often more important than the Facebook post itself, but the act of sharing on Facebook
can still be the focus of the citation.

Citing Instagram Posts and Stories

Instagram citations typically focus on visual content accompanied by captions. When citing an
Instagram post, include the username of the poster, a description of the image or video, the caption
text (if relevant and brief), and the date the post was published. A URL to the post should also be
included if available and stable. For example: "National Geographic (@natgeo), photograph of a
polar bear in its natural habitat, with the caption 'Arctic resilience in the face of change.'
(Instagram, February 18, 2023)." Stories, being ephemeral, present a unique challenge.

Instagram Stories are temporary and disappear after 24 hours (unless highlighted). CMOS generally
advises against citing ephemeral content that cannot be reliably accessed by the reader. If a story is
crucial, and the writer has taken a screenshot or made a detailed note, this should be clearly
indicated, along with the date and time of viewing. However, the primary recommendation is to
focus on content that has a longer lifespan and is more reliably retrievable.

Citing Other Platforms (LinkedIn, YouTube, etc.)

The principles extend to other platforms. For LinkedIn, citations might focus on professional
announcements, articles published on the platform, or endorsements. The author's name, the title of
the post or article, the platform name (LinkedIn), and the date are essential. Similarly, for YouTube
videos, the uploader's name or channel, the title of the video, the platform name, and the date are
required. The duration of the video and a timestamp for a specific moment can also be very helpful
for the reader.

The key is to adapt the general citation structure to the specific elements offered by each platform.
For any platform, the author, content description, platform, and date are the foundational elements.
If a specific feature of a platform makes its content unique (e.g., hashtags on X, live streams on
various platforms), consider if those features need to be explicitly mentioned in the citation to
provide necessary context for the reader.



In-Text Citations for Social Media

In-text citations for social media in CMOS follow the author-date system, similar to other sources.
The goal is to briefly identify the source within the text and direct the reader to the full citation in
the bibliography. For social media, this often means including the author's name and the date of the
post. The exact format can be adapted based on the platform and the information available.

When referencing a tweet, for instance, you might write: "According to a tweet from @TechGuru,
the new software update offers significant performance improvements (March 15, 2023)." If the
author's name is known, it can be incorporated into the narrative: "John Smith tweeted on March 15,
2023, that the new software update offers significant performance improvements." The exact text of
the tweet can also be quoted, with the citation following.

For Facebook posts or Instagram captions, the author's name or organization, followed by the date,
is generally sufficient for the in-text citation. For example: "The local historical society announced
the discovery of new archives on their Facebook page (April 2, 2023)." The more detailed
information will reside in the bibliography. The emphasis is on providing enough information to
trigger recognition for the reader without disrupting the flow of your prose.

Full Citations for Social Media in the Bibliography

The bibliography entry for social media requires more comprehensive details to enable the reader to
locate the source. While the exact structure can vary slightly depending on the platform and the
nature of the content, certain elements are consistently included. The general template often
involves: Author's name (or username/handle), Content description (or direct quote), Platform name,
Date of publication, and URL (if available and stable).

For a tweet, a bibliography entry might look like this: Smith, John (@JohnSmith). "This is an
interesting point about the latest research! academic." Twitter, March 15, 2023.
https://twitter.com/JohnSmith/status/1234567890. It's crucial to include the full username and the
exact date. The URL is the most direct way to access the content, but it should be treated with
caution due to its potential for becoming inactive.

For a Facebook post: "The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 'Our latest exhibition opens next week!'"
Facebook, April 2, 2023. https://www.facebook.com/metmuseum/posts/1234567890. The key is to be
as specific as possible, providing all necessary information for retrieval. Always ensure consistency
between your in-text citations and your bibliography entries.

Handling Ephemeral Social Media Content

Ephemeral social media content, such as Instagram Stories or Snapchat messages, poses a
significant challenge because it is designed to disappear. CMOS generally advises against citing
content that cannot be reliably accessed by the reader. If such content is absolutely essential to your



argument, the best practice is to treat it as personal communication or to document it thoroughly
yourself (e.g., through screenshots) and clearly state that it is ephemeral and has been personally
documented.

For example, if you are discussing a live event that was streamed on a social media platform and has
since been removed, you might cite it as: "Personal communication with [Name of source] (e.g.,
viewing of live stream on [Platform name], [Date])." However, this approach should be used
sparingly and only when no other verifiable source is available. The emphasis remains on citing
sources that are accessible and stable.

When to Cite and When Not to Cite Social Media

The decision of whether to cite social media content depends on its relevance to your argument and
its potential for verifiability. If a social media post contains factual information, a significant opinion,
or data that supports your claims, it is a candidate for citation. However, casual personal
interactions, fleeting thoughts not intended for broad dissemination, or content that is clearly
opinion-based and not presented as fact may not require formal citation.

CMOS encourages writers to use their judgment. If you are referencing a news report shared on
social media, it is often more appropriate to cite the original news source rather than the social
media post itself, unless the act of sharing or commenting on that platform is the subject of your
analysis. Conversely, if you are analyzing public discourse, trends in opinion, or the communication
strategies of an organization, social media content becomes a primary source that absolutely
warrants citation.

Best Practices for Maintaining Accuracy and
Consistency

Accuracy and consistency are paramount in all academic and professional writing, and this is
particularly true for the dynamic realm of social media citations. Implementing a few key best
practices can ensure your references are both reliable and compliant with CMOS guidelines.

Verify Availability: Always check that the social media content you intend to cite is still
publicly accessible before finalizing your work. Broken links or deleted posts can render your
citation useless.

Be Specific: Provide as much detail as possible in your citations, including usernames, exact
dates, and descriptions of the content. This specificity aids readers in locating the source.

Use a Consistent Format: Adhere strictly to the CMOS guidelines for the type of social
media content you are citing. Inconsistency in formatting across your bibliography can be
confusing and unprofessional.



Document Carefully: When in doubt about the accessibility or content of a social media post,
take screenshots or detailed notes immediately. This personal documentation can serve as a
fallback if the original source becomes unavailable.

Consider the Audience: Think about whether your audience will have access to the platform
you are citing and if they will understand the context of the social media content.

Prioritize Original Sources: When possible, cite the original source of information rather
than a repost or summary on social media, unless the social media aspect itself is the focus of
your research.

By embracing these practices, you can navigate the complexities of citing social media with
confidence, ensuring that your work upholds the highest standards of academic integrity and
scholarly communication.

FAQ

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle citations for
deleted social media posts?
A: If a social media post has been deleted and is no longer publicly accessible, CMOS generally
advises against citing it. The principle is that readers must be able to access the source. If the
content was crucial, it might be documented as personal communication or with a clear disclaimer
about its ephemeral nature and unavailability.

Q: Should I cite private messages or direct messages on social
media platforms?
A: Generally, private messages are treated as personal communication and are not cited in academic
work unless you have explicit permission from the sender and it is essential to your argument. In
such cases, it would be cited as personal correspondence, similar to an email or letter.

Q: What is the most important element to include when citing
a social media post?
A: The most important elements are the author or creator, the specific content being referenced, the
platform where it was published, and the date of publication. These provide the essential information
for retrieval.

Q: How do I cite a social media post that includes a link to an



external article?
A: When citing a social media post that shares an external article, you have two options: you can cite
the social media post itself (focusing on the poster's commentary or the act of sharing), or you can
cite the original article. If you cite the social media post, ensure you include a description of the
post, the platform, and the date. If the external article is the primary focus, cite that directly.

Q: Is it necessary to include the URL for every social media
citation?
A: Including the URL is highly recommended by CMOS for social media citations as it provides the
most direct path to the source. However, CMOS acknowledges that URLs can be volatile. If the URL
is unavailable or if the content is very brief (like a short tweet), focus on providing the other
essential details for retrieval.

Q: How do I cite a live video stream on a social media
platform?
A: For a live video stream, cite the platform, the title of the stream (if any), the uploader's name or
channel, and the date it aired. If the stream is archived and accessible, include the URL. If it was
only live and is no longer available, you might need to note that it was a live broadcast that has since
concluded.

Q: What if a social media user primarily goes by a username
and their real name is unknown?
A: In such cases, use the username or handle as the author. Precede it with the "@" symbol if that is
how it appears on the platform (e.g., "@Username"). This is standard practice when the real name is
not readily available or the user is primarily known by their handle.

Q: How should I handle the use of hashtags in social media
citations?
A: Hashtags can be included as part of the quoted text or description of the social media content if
they are integral to the message or context. They can also be noted if they are being analyzed as
part of the social media discourse. In the bibliography, they are typically included as part of the
quoted content.
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