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Understanding Chicago Style Author-Date for
Personal Communication

chicago style author date for personal communication is a crucial element for
academic and professional writers seeking to accurately cite informal sources like emails,
interviews, and conversations. Mastering this citation method ensures clarity, credibility,
and adherence to scholarly standards. This article provides a comprehensive guide to
correctly citing personal communications within the Chicago Manual of Style's author-date
system, covering its nuances and best practices. We will delve into what constitutes
personal communication, the specific requirements for in-text citations, and the essential
information needed for a complete reference when applicable, ultimately demystifying this
often-misunderstood aspect of academic writing.
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What Constitutes Personal Communication in
Chicago Style?

In the context of Chicago Style, personal communication refers to any direct exchange of
information between individuals that is not typically published or widely accessible. This
category encompasses a broad spectrum of interactions, from informal chats to formal
interviews, as long as they are not recorded or transcribed for public consumption.
Recognizing what falls under this umbrella is the first step to proper citation.



Types of Personal Communication

Several common forms of interaction qualify as personal communication in academic
writing. These include, but are not limited to, the following:

Personal emails and direct messages (e.g., social media DMs)

Telephone conversations

Face-to-face interviews (if not recorded for wider distribution)

Personal letters (unless they are part of an archive or published collection)

Voice messages and voicemails

Text messages and instant messages

The defining characteristic is the one-to-one or one-to-few nature of the exchange and the
lack of a formal publication process. The information is shared directly between parties. It
is vital to remember that even if an email thread is lengthy, it remains personal
communication as long as it has not been published or made publicly available through
other means.

In-Text Citations for Personal Communication

The Chicago Manual of Style, when employing the author-date system, handles personal
communications distinctly. Unlike published works that require a full entry in the
reference list, personal communications are generally cited only in the text. This is
because the reader typically cannot access these sources independently.

Standard Author-Date Format

The standard format for an in-text citation of personal communication in author-date
Chicago style is to include the communicator's name and the date of the communication.
The year is essential for distinguishing between multiple communications from the same
individual. The format is (Communicator's Last Name Year).

For instance, if you are referencing an email you received from Dr. Eleanor Vance on
March 15, 2023, your in-text citation would appear as (Vance 2023). If you are quoting
directly, you might include the specific date for greater precision, though the year is the
minimum requirement. For example, a direct quote might be presented as: "The
implications of this finding are profound" (Smith, email to author, March 10, 2024).
However, the most common and accepted practice for general reference is simply (Smith



2024).

Placement and Punctuation

The in-text citation should be placed at the end of the sentence or clause containing the
referenced information, immediately before the period. If the author's name is mentioned
within the sentence, you can integrate it naturally and only include the year in
parentheses. For example, "As Dr. Anya Sharma explained in her interview (Sharma
2023), the research methodology was complex." If the name is not in the text, the entire
citation, including the name and year, goes in parentheses: "The participants reported
significant challenges (Sharma 2023)."

When to Include the Full Date

While the year is usually sufficient, the Chicago Manual of Style suggests including the full
date of the communication if it is particularly important for context or if you have had
multiple communications with the same person within the same year and need to
differentiate them precisely. In such cases, the format would be (Communicator's Last
Name, Month Day, Year). For example, if you received two crucial emails from the same
source in 2023, you might cite them as (Jones, February 10, 2023) and (Jones, April 5,
2023). However, this is less common and should be used judiciously.

Reference List Entries for Personal
Communication

A key distinction of Chicago Style's author-date system for personal communication is that
these sources are generally not included in the bibliography or reference list. This is a
direct consequence of their inaccessibility to the reader. If a reader cannot independently
verify or consult the source, it is not considered appropriate for a formal reference list.

Why Personal Communication Isn't in the Reference
List

The purpose of a reference list is to provide readers with the necessary information to
locate and examine the sources you have consulted. Since personal communications, by
their nature, are private exchanges, readers cannot access them. Therefore, including
them in the reference list would be impractical and misleading. Instead, the in-text
citation serves as the sole marker of its use in your work.

This principle applies broadly to most informal and unpublished communications. The



emphasis is on the author's direct engagement with the information, rather than on
providing a verifiable resource for the reader. If you are unsure whether a source should
be included, consider its accessibility. If only you and the communicator can access it, it is
likely personal communication.

Distinguishing Personal Communication from
Other Source Types

It is crucial to differentiate personal communication from other source types, such as
published interviews, archival materials, or even publicly shared online discussions.
Misclassifying a source can lead to incorrect citation practices and potential academic
penalties.

Interviews: Published vs. Personal

An interview conducted for a newspaper article, a journal, or a published book is
considered a published source and requires a corresponding entry in the reference list.
The in-text citation will refer to the publication where the interview can be found. In
contrast, a one-on-one interview you conduct yourself for your research, which you do not
plan to publish in its entirety, is personal communication.

Online Content: Public vs. Private

Discussions on public forums, blogs with comment sections, or social media posts intended
for a wide audience are generally not considered personal communication. These are often
treated as online sources and may require a reference list entry. However, direct
messages or private group chats on these platforms would fall under personal
communication. Always assess the intended audience and accessibility of the content.

Archival Materials

Letters, diaries, or other documents found in archives are considered published or
archival materials, even if they were personal in nature when created. They are made
available through a repository and thus require a full citation in the reference list, along
with specific archival information. Personal letters you receive directly from an individual,
which are not part of a larger collection, are personal communication.



Best Practices for Citing Personal Communication

While the rules for citing personal communication in Chicago Style author-date are
straightforward, adhering to best practices ensures clarity and professionalism in your
writing.

Be Specific When Necessary

While the year is usually sufficient, don't hesitate to include the full date (Month Day,
Year) if it adds crucial context or helps distinguish between multiple communications from
the same source within a short period. This is especially true if the precise timing of the
information exchange is relevant to your argument.

Obtain Permission

Before citing any personal communication, especially if it contains sensitive or proprietary
information, it is ethical and often necessary to obtain permission from the communicator.
This is particularly important when quoting directly or referencing information that might
be considered confidential.

Consider the Audience

Always think about who will be reading your work. If your audience is likely to question
the validity or source of your information, clearly identify the communicator and the
nature of the communication in your text. For example, you might introduce the
information by stating, "In a conversation with my advisor, Dr. Lee, on April 20, 2024, we
discussed the ethical implications of..."

Maintain Consistency

Once you decide on a method for citing personal communication (e.g., using only the year
or including the full date when necessary), maintain that consistency throughout your
document. Inconsistent citation styles can be distracting and unprofessional.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Writers often encounter difficulties when citing personal communications. Being aware of
these common mistakes can help you avoid them.



Treating Private Messages as Public

A frequent error is citing private emails, direct messages, or text conversations as if they
were published online content. Remember, if the reader cannot access it directly, it is
personal communication and only requires an in-text citation.

Including Personal Communication in the Reference
List

As previously emphasized, personal communication should not appear in your reference
list or bibliography. Including it is incorrect under the author-date system and can confuse
your readers.

Vague Identification of the Communicator

Simply citing "(Email 2023)" is insufficient. Always identify the specific person who
communicated the information. The citation should clearly indicate who provided the
information, such as "(Dr. Jenkins 2023)" or "(Sarah Miller, personal email, 2023)."

Avoiding these common errors will ensure that your citations for personal communication
are accurate, clear, and conform to the rigorous standards of the Chicago Manual of Style
author-date system, enhancing the credibility of your research and writing.

FAQ

Q: Can I cite a Facebook message in Chicago Style
author-date?
A: Yes, a Facebook message is typically considered personal communication. You would
cite it in-text with the sender's name and the year of the message (e.g., (Johnson 2024)). It
would not be included in the reference list.

Q: What if I interviewed someone for my research and
they gave me permission to share the transcript?
A: If you plan to share the transcript widely or have made it publicly accessible, it is no
longer strictly personal communication. You would then cite it as a published or archival
source, requiring a reference list entry and a corresponding in-text citation that directs
readers to where they can access the transcript.



Q: How do I cite a text message conversation in Chicago
Style author-date?
A: Similar to emails, text messages are treated as personal communication. Your in-text
citation would include the sender's name and the year of the conversation (e.g., (Chen
2023)).

Q: Is a voicemail considered personal communication in
Chicago Style?
A: Yes, a voicemail is a form of personal communication. You would cite it in-text with the
caller's name and the year of the voicemail (e.g., (Garcia 2024)).

Q: What if I had multiple conversations with the same
person in the same year? How do I distinguish them?
A: While Chicago Style generally uses just the year for personal communication, if
distinguishing between multiple exchanges within the same year is crucial, you can add
the specific month and day to the in-text citation (e.g., (Davis, January 15, 2023)).
However, use this sparingly and only when necessary for clarity.

Q: Do I need to mention the specific date of an email in
my in-text citation?
A: Typically, only the year is required for personal communication citations in Chicago
Style author-date (e.g., (Williams 2023)). The full date is usually only included if it is
essential for context or to differentiate multiple communications within the same year.

Q: If I'm quoting directly from a personal email, do I
need to say "email" in the citation?
A: No, the in-text citation format itself (Author Year) is sufficient. However, for clarity,
especially with direct quotes, you might sometimes see the source type mentioned in the
narrative before the citation, for example: "The project deadline was extended, as stated in
an email from Dr. Patel (Patel 2023)."

Q: How should I handle personal communication when
writing a thesis or dissertation?
A: The rules for personal communication in Chicago Style author-date remain the same for
theses and dissertations. They are cited in-text only and not included in the bibliography
or reference list. Always consult your institution's specific guidelines, as they may have
minor variations.
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