CHICAGO MANUAL SPELLING OF ACRONYMS

THe CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE: NAVIGATING ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS

CHICAGO MANUAL SPELLING OF ACRONYMS PRESENTS A NUANCED APPROACH TO HANDLING ABBREVIATIONS, A CRUCIAL ASPECT
OF CLEAR AND CONSISTENT WRITING. W/HETHER YOU'RE CRAFTING ACADEMIC PAPERS, PROFESSIONAL REPORTS, OR EVEN
ENGAGING BLOG POSTS, UNDERSTANDING HOW THE CHICAGO MANUAL oF STYLE (CMOS) ADVISES ON THE FORMATION,
CAPITALIZATION, AND PUNCTUATION OF ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS IS PARAMOUNT. THIS GUIDE WILL DELVE INTO THE
INTRICACIES OF THIS STYLE GUIDE, EXPLORING ITS PRINCIPLES FOR CLARITY, CONSISTENCY, AND ADHERENCE TO ESTABLISHED
CONVENTIONS. W/E WILL COVER THE FOUNDATIONAL RULES FOR DEFINING ACRONYMS, THE SPECIFIC GUIDANCE ON
PLURALIZATION, POSSESSIVES, AND EVEN HOW TO ADDRESS COMMON ACRONYMS THAT HAVE BECOME WORDS IN THEIR OWN
RIGHT.
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UNDERSTANDING ACRONYMS VS. INITIALISMS

A FUNDAMENTAL DISTINCTION WITHIN THE REALM OF ABBREVIATIONS IS BETWEEN ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS, AND THE
CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE OFFERS CLEAR GUIDANCE ON THIS. AN ACRONYM IS AN ABBREVIATION FORMED FROM THE INITIAL
LETTERS OF OTHER WORDS AND PRONOUNCED AS A WORD, SUCH AS NASA (NATIONAL AERONAUTICS AND SPACE
ADMINISTRATION) OR NATO (NorTH ATLANTIC TREATY ORGANIZATION). IN CONTRAST, AN INITIALISM IS AN ABBREVIATION
FORMED FROM THE INITIAL LETTERS OF OTHER WORDS BUT PRONOUNCED LETTER BY LETTER, LIKE FBI (FEDERAL BUREAU OF
INVESTIGATION) oR CPU (CeNTRAL PROCESSING UNIT). WHILE THE DISTINCTION MIGHT SEEM MINOR, UNDERSTANDING IT HELPS
IN APPLYING THE CORRECT STYLISTIC RULES FOR EACH.

THE CMOS GENERALLY TREATS BOTH CATEGORIES WITH SIMILAR STYLISTIC CONSIDERATIONS REGARDING CAPITALIZATION AND
PUNCTUATION, AIMING FOR MAXIMUM READABILITY AND AVOIDING AMBIGUITY. HO\X/EVER, RECOGNIZING THE DIFFERENCE IS THE
FIRST STEP IN CORRECTLY APPLYING THE MANUAL'S RECOMMENDATIONS. FOR THE PURPOSES OF THIS DISCUSSION ON THE
CHICAGO MANUAL SPELLING OF ACRONYMS, WE WILL OFTEN USE THE TERM “ACRONYM” TO ENCOMPASS BOTH ACRONYMS AND
INITIALISMS UNLESS A SPECIFIC DISTINCTION IS CRUCIAL TO THE STYLISTIC POINT BEING MADE.

DEFINING ACRONYMS FOR CLARITY

ONE OF THE MOST CRITICAL RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE REGARDING ACRONYMS IS THE
IMPORTANCE OF DEFINING THEM UPON THEIR FIRST USE. THIS PRACTICE ENSURES THAT YOUR READERS, REGARDLESS OF THEIR
FAMILIARITY WITH THE ABBREVIATION, CAN FULLY UNDERSTAND THE TEXT. THE STANDARD CONVENTION IS TO SPELL OUT THE
FULL NAME OF THE ORGANIZATION, ENTITY, OR CONCEPT, FOLLOWED IMMEDIATELY BY THE ACRONYM IN PARENTHESES. FOR
INSTANCE, YOU WOULD WRITE “THE NATIONAL AERONAUTICS AND SPACE ADMINISTRATION (NASA)” THE FIRST TIME YOU
MENTION IT.

THIS RULE IS NOT MERELY A SUGGESTION; IT'S A CORNERSTONE OF CLEAR COMMUNICATION, ESPECIALLY IN ACADEMIC AND
PROFESSIONAL WRITING WHERE PRECISION IS PARAMOUNT. W/HEN DEALING WITH LESS COMMON ACRONYMS OR THOSE SPECIFIC



TO A PARTICULAR FIELD, THIS INITIAL DEFINITION BECOMES EVEN MORE VITAL. FAILING TO DEFINE AN ACRONYM CAN LEAD TO
CONFUSION, RE-READING, AND A BREAKDOWN IN THE READER’S COMPREHENSION, UNDERMINING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF YOUR
WRITING. THE CMOS PRIORITIZES READER COMPREHENSION ABOVE ALL ELSE.

CAPITALIZATION RULES FOR ACRONYMS

THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE GENERALLY ADVOCATES FOR CAPITALIZING ALL LETTERS OF ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS.
THIS MEANS THAT EVEN IF THE ORIGINAL PHRASE CONTAINS LOWERCASE LETTERS, THE RESULTING ABBREVIATION SHOULD BE IN
UPPERCASE. SO, “NORTH ATLANTIC TREATY OrRGANIZATION” BECOMES NATO, AND “FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION”
BECOMES FBI. THIS CONSISTENT CAPITALIZATION HELPS TO CLEARLY DISTINGUISH ABBREVIATIONS FROM REGULAR WORDS AND
MAINTAINS A PROFESSIONAL AND UNIFORM APPEARANCE THROUGHOUT THE TEXT.

THERE ARE, HOWEVER, A FEW EXCEPTIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS. SOME ACRONYMS HAVE BECOME SO WIDELY RECOGNIZED AND
INTEGRATED INTO THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE THAT THEY ARE TREATED AS COMMON NOUNS AND ARE THEREFORE NOT CAPITALIZED.
EXAMPLES INCLUDE RADAR, SCUBA, AND LASER. HOWEVER, THE CMOS ADVISES CAREFUL JUDGMENT HERE, AND WHEN IN DOUBT,
IT IS GENERALLY SAFER TO STICK TO THE UPPERCASE CONVENTION. THE KEY IS CONSISTENCY WITHIN YOUR OWN WORK; ONCE
YOU ESTABLISH A STYLE FOR A PARTICULAR ACRONYM, ADHERE TO IT.

PLURALIZING ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS

FORMING THE PLURAL OF ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS CAN SOMETIMES BE A POINT OF CONFUSION, BUT THE CHICAGO MANUAL
OF STYLE OFFERS STRAIGHTFORWARD GUIDANCE. TO MAKE AN ACRONYM PLURAL, YOU TYPICALLY JUST ADD AN 'S’ TO THE END
OF THE ABBREVIATION WITHOUT ANY APOSTROPHE. FOR EXAMPLE, IF YOU ARE REFERRING TO MULTIPLE INSTANCES OF A UNITED
STATES INFORMATION AGENCY (USIA) BROADCAST, YOU WOULD REFER TO THEM AS “USIAS.” SIMILARLY, MULTIPLE
CeNTRAL ProcessiNg UniTs (CPUs) woulp se “CPUs.”

THIS RULE APPLIES REGARDLESS OF WHETHER THE ACRONYM IS PRONOUNCED AS A WORD OR LETTER BY LETTER. | HE ABSENCE
OF AN APOSTROPHE IN THE PLURALIZATION OF ACRONYMS IS A KEY DISTINCTION FROM FORMING THE POSSESSIVE, AND ADHERING
TO THIS CONVENTION HELPS TO AVOID COMMON GRAMMATICAL ERRORS. IT'S A SIMPLE BUT IMPORTANT RULE FOR MAINTAINING
CLARITY AND CORRECTNESS IN YOUR WRITING WHEN DISCUSSING MULTIPLE INSTANCES OF SOMETHING REPRESENTED BY AN
ACRONYM.

FORMING POSSESSIVES WITH ACRONYMS

\WHEN AN ACRONYM OR INITIALISM NEEDS TO SHOW POSSESSION, THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FOLLOWS THE STANDARD
RULES FOR FORMING POSSESSIVES IN ENGLISH. TO MAKE AN ACRONYM POSSESSIVE, YOU GENERALLY ADD AN APOSTROPHE
FOLLOWED BY AN 'S’ TO THE END OF THE ABBREVIATION. FOR INSTANCE, IF YOU ARE DISCUSSING THE POLICIES OF THE
NATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR WoMeN (NOW/), You would wWrITE “NOW s poLICIES.” LIKEWISE, FOR THE FEDERAL
AVIATION ADMINISTRATION (FAA), YOU MIGHT REFER TO “THE FAA’S NEW REGULATIONS.”

THIS RULE HOLDS TRUE EVEN FOR ACRONYMS ENDING IN ‘S’ OR PLURAL ACRONYMS. FOR EXAMPLE, IF YOU WERE REFERRING TO
THE COLLECTIVE IMPACT OF SEVERAL FEDERAL CoMMUNICATIONS Commissions (FCCs), you MIGHT wriTe “THe FCCs'
DECISIONS.” HOwEVER, THE CMOS ALSO ADVISES THAT IN SOME CASES, PARTICULARLY WITH VERY COMMON OR ESTABLISHED
ACRONYMS, USING A POSSESSIVE MIGHT SOUND AWKW ARD. IN SUCH INSTANCES, REPHRASING TO AVOID THE POSSESSIVE FORM,
PERHAPS BY USING “OF THE” CONSTRUCTION, MIGHT BE A BETTER STYLISTIC CHOICE. ALWAYS PRIORITIZE NATURAL FLOW AND
CLARITY.



THe CASE oF ACRONYMS AS W ORDS

AS MENTIONED PREVIOUSLY, CERTAIN ACRONYMS HAVE TRANSCENDED THEIR ABBREVIATED ORIGINS AND BECOME FULLY
INTEGRATED INTO THE ENGLISH LEXICON, OFTEN FUNCTIONING AS COMMON NOUNS. THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE
ACKNOWLEDGES THIS EVOLUTION AND SUGGESTS TREATING SUCH WORDS AS STANDARD VOCABULARY. THIS MEANS THEY ARE
GENERALLY NOT CAPITALIZED AND ARE SUBJECT TO THE NORMAL RULES OF ENGLISH GRAMMAR, INCLUDING PLURALIZATION AND
POSSESSIVES. EXAMPLES INCLUDE RADAR, SCUBA, LASER, AND SONAR.

THE KEY HERE IS RECOGNITION AND COMMON USAGE. IF AN ACRONYM IS WIDELY UNDERSTOOD AND USED WITHOUT REFERENCE TO
ITS ORIGINAL FULL FORM, IT'S OFTEN APPROPRIATE TO LOWERCASE IT. HO\X/EVER, THE MANUAL ALSO CAUTIONS AGAINST
PREMATURELY TREATING AN ABBREVIATION AS A WORD. IF THERE'S ANY DOUBT ABOUT WHETHER AN ACRONYM HAS ACHIEVED
THIS STATUS, IT IS GENERALLY SAFER TO RETAIN ITS UPPERCASE FORM. CONSISTENCY IS ONCE AGAIN THE GUIDING PRINCIPLE;,
ONCE YOU DECIDE TO TREAT AN ACRONYM AS A WORD, DO SO CONSISTENTLY.

PUNCTUATION WITH ACRONYMS

THe CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE GENERALLY ADVISES AGAINST USING PERIODS WITHIN ACRONYMS OR INITIALISMS. SO,

" " " 1" " " " "
INSTEAD OF "U.S.A.” or "F.B.I.," THE PREFERRED STYLE IS "USA™ AND "FBI.” THIS APPROACH ALIGNS WITH THE TREND
TOWARD CLEANER, MORE STREAMLINED TYPOGRAPHY AND IS WIDELY ADOPTED IN MOST MODERN PUBLICATIONS. THIS RULE
APPLIES TO BOTH ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS.

HOWEVER, THERE ARE SOME EXCEPTIONS TO THIS RULE, PARTICULARLY FOR ABBREVIATIONS THAT ARE SO WELL-ESTABLISHED
THAT THEIR PUNCTUATED FORM IS STANDARD, SUCH AS “MR.,” “MRs.,” or “DR.” \W/HEN THESE APPEAR AT THE END OF A
SENTENCE, A SINGLE PERIOD SERVES BOTH FUNCTIONS. FOR ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS, THE GOAL IS TO PRESENT THEM IN THEIR
MOST UNADORNED AND READABLE FORM, SO THE OMISSION OF PERIODS IS THE NORM. THIS ALSO EXTENDS TO THE

PLURALIZATION AND POSSESSIVE FORMS, AS DISCUSSED IN EARLIER SECTIONS.

SpeciFic ExaMPLES AND COMMON PITFALLS

NAVIGATING THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE'S RULES FOR ACRONYMS OFTEN INVOLVES LOOKING AT SPECIFIC EXAMPLES.
CONSIDER THE W ORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION (WHO). \WHEN FIRST MENTIONED, IT'S “\W/ ORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION
(\WHO).” IF RererRING TO MULTIPLE WHO INITIATIVES, IT BECOMES “\WHO INITIATIVES.” IF DISCUSSING THE WHO'S LATEST
REPORT, IT's “THE WHO's LATEST REPORT.”

A COMMON PITFALL IS INCONSISTENT APPLICATION OF THE DEFINITION RULE. FORGETTING TO DEFINE AN ACRONYM ON ITS FIRST
USE CAN LEAVE READERS DISORIENTED. ANOTHER MISTAKE IS THE IMPROPER USE OF APOSTROPHES IN PLURALS, SUCH AS WRITING
“ACRONYM'S” INSTEAD OF “ACRONYMS.” THE MANUAL ALSO CAUTIONS AGAINST OVERUSING ACRONYMS; IF AN ABBREVIATION
IS USED ONLY ONCE OR TWICE, IT MIGHT BE CLEARER TO SIMPLY USE THE FULL TERM. PRIORITIZING CLARITY AND THE READER’S
EXPERIENCE SHOULD ALWAYS BE THE PRIMARY CONSIDERATION.

MAINTAINING CONSISTENCY IN YOUR WRITING

ULTIMATELY, THE MOST CRUCIAL ASPECT OF FOLLOWING THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FOR ACRONYMS IS MAINTAINING
ABSOLUTE CONSISTENCY THROUGHOUT YOUR WORK. W/HETHER YOU ARE WRITING A SHORT ARTICLE OR A LENGTHY BOOK, THE
WAY YOU INTRODUCE, CAPITALIZE, PLURALIZE, AND PUNCTUATE ACRONYMS SHOULD REMAIN UNIFORM. THIS CONSISTENCY
CREATES A POLISHED AND PROFESSIONAL IMPRESSION, DEMONSTRATING ATTENTION TO DETAIL AND RESPECT FOR YOUR READERS.

BEFORE EMBARKING ON A SIGNIFICANT WRITING PROJECT, IT IS OFTEN BENEFICIAL TO COMPILE A LIST OF ALL ACRONYMS YOU



INTEND TO USE, ALONG WITH THEIR FULL FORMS. THIS REFERENCE CAN HELP YOU TRACK YOUR USAGE AND ENSURE ADHERENCE TO
THE CMOS GUIDELINES. IF YOU ARE WORKING WITH A STYLE GUIDE SPECIFIC TO A PARTICULAR PUBLICATION OR INSTITUTION,
ALWAYS DEFER TO THAT GUIDE, AS IT MAY HAVE MODIFICATIONS TO THE GENERAL CMOS RULES. BUT FOR GENERAL PURPOSES,
UNDERSTANDING AND APPLYING THESE PRINCIPLES WILL SIGNIFICANTLY ENHANCE THE QUALITY AND CLARITY OF YOUR WRITTEN
COMMUNICATION.

FAQ

Q: WHAT IS THE GENERAL RULE FOR CAPITALIZING ACRONYMS IN THE CHICAGO MANUAL
OF STYLE?

A: THe CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE GENERALLY RECOMMENDS CAPITALIZING ALL LETTERS OF ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS. FOR
EXAMPLE, THE NATIONAL AERONAUTICS AND SPACE ADMINISTRATION BECOMES NASA, AND THE FEDERAL BUREAU OF
INVESTIGATION BECOMES FBI.

Q: WHEN SHOULD | DEFINE AN ACRONYM ACCORDING TO THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF
STYLE?

A: YOU SHOULD DEFINE AN ACRONYM UPON ITS FIRST USE IN YOUR TEXT. THE STANDARD PRACTICE IS TO SPELL OUT THE FULL
NAME OF THE ENTITY OR CONCEPT FOLLOWED BY THE ACRONYM IN PARENTHESES. FOR INSTANCE, “THE NORTH ATLANTIC
TreaTY OrGaNizATION (NATO).”

Q: How po | MAKE AN ACRONYM PLURAL IN CHICAGO STYLE?

A: To MAKE AN ACRONYM PLURAL, YOU SIMPLY ADD AN 'S’ TO THE END OF THE ABBREVIATION WITHOUT USING AN
APOSTROPHE. FOR EXAMPLE, MULTIPLE CENTRAL PROCESSING UNITS WOULD BE REFERRED TO AS CPUSs.

Q: WHAT I1s THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE'S RULE FOR POSSESSIVE ACRONYMS?

A: TO FORM THE POSSESSIVE OF AN ACRONYM, YOU ADD AN APOSTROPHE FOLLOWED BY AN 'S’ TO THE END OF THE
ABBREVIATION. FOR EXAMPLE, “THE UNITED NATIONS MiSsIoN” or “THE FBI’s INVESTIGATION.”

Q: ARE THERE ANY ACRONYMS THAT SHOULD NOT BE CAPITALIZED ACCORDING TO THE
CHIcAGo MANUAL OF STYLE?

A: YES/ SOME ACRONYMS THAT HAVE BECOME COMMON WORDS IN THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARE NO LONGER CAPITALIZED.
EXAMPLES INCLUDE RADAR, SCUBA, AND LASER. HO\X/EVER, THE MANUAL ADVISES CAUTION AND CONSISTENCY IN APPLYING THIS
EXCEPTION.

Q: SHOULD | USE PERIODS IN ACRONYMS UNDER THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE?

A: GENERALLY, NO. THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE ADVISES AGAINST USING PERIODS WITHIN ACRONYMS AND INITIALISMS,
PREFERRING A CLEAN, UNPUNCTUATED FORM LIKE USA or FBI.

QZ \WHAT IF AN ACRONYM IS VERY COMMON AND USED FREQUENTLY? DOES THE
CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE HAVE SPECIAL RULES FOR THOSE?

A: FOR VERY COMMON ACRONYMS THAT HAVE BECOME WIDELY RECOGNIZED, THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE STILL
EMPHASIZES DEFINING THEM ON FIRST USE. THE RULES FOR CAPITALIZATION, PLURALIZATION, AND POSSESSIVES GENERALLY
APPLY AS OUTLINED, BUT CLARITY AND READER COMPREHENSION REMAIN THE PARAMOUNT CONSIDERATIONS.



Q: How poes THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE HANDLE ACRONYMS THAT ARE
ACRONYMS THEMSELVES (E.G., ACRONYMS WITHIN ACRONYMS)?

A: THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE TREATS NESTED ACRONYMS SIMILARLY TO STANDARD ONES. EACH LEVEL SHOULD BE
DEFINED IF IT'S THE FIRST INSTANCE OF THAT PARTICULAR ABBREVIATION APPEARING IN THE TEXT, AND CAPITALIZATION AND
PUNCTUATION RULES APPLY INDIVIDUALLY TO EACH COMPONENT.

Q: WHAT IS THE PRIMARY GOAL OF THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE'S GUIDELINES ON
ACRONYMS?

A: THE PRIMARY GOAL IS TO ENSURE CLARITY, CONSISTENCY, AND READABILITY FOR THE AUDIENCE. By PROVIDING
STANDARDIZED RULES, THE MANUAL HELPS WRITERS AVOID AMBIGUITY AND PRESENT INFORMATION IN A PROFESSIONAL AND
ACCESSIBLE MANNER.
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