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Introduction to Chicago Style Author-Date for Software
Chicago style author date for software documentation is a crucial element for clear, consistent, and
academically sound referencing within the rapidly evolving tech landscape. This citation method ensures
that readers can easily trace the origins of information, understand the context of software development,
and properly attribute intellectual property. This comprehensive guide will delve into the intricacies of
applying the Chicago Manual of Style's author-date system specifically to software-related sources, covering
everything from citing specific software titles to referencing online documentation and code repositories.
Understanding these nuances is vital for academic papers, technical reports, and any scholarly work that
incorporates software as a primary or secondary subject.

We will explore the fundamental principles of the author-date system and its particular adaptations for the
digital realm. Key areas of focus will include the in-text citations and the corresponding bibliography
entries, with particular attention paid to the unique challenges presented by software, its versions,
developers, and release dates. Furthermore, we will examine how to handle various forms of software-
related materials, from commercial applications to open-source projects and proprietary tools.

The objective is to provide a definitive resource for anyone needing to cite software accurately and
effectively, adhering to the rigorous standards of the Chicago Manual of Style. By mastering this approach,
writers can enhance the credibility and scholarly value of their work, ensuring proper academic integrity.

Understanding the Chicago Style Author-Date System
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers two primary systems for citation: notes and bibliography, and
author-date. This article focuses exclusively on the author-date system, which is often favored in the social
sciences and natural sciences due to its conciseness in text. In this system, parenthetical citations within the
body of your work include the author's last name and the year of publication, placed directly after the
material being cited.

This parenthetical notation serves as a pointer to the full bibliographic entry found at the end of your paper
or book. The author-date system streamlines the reading experience by minimizing interruptions from
footnotes or endnotes, allowing readers to quickly identify the source of information without extensive
searching. For software, the concept of "author" and "date" requires careful interpretation, as software is
often developed by teams, corporations, or foundations, and its release can involve multiple versions and



updates.

The foundational principle is to provide enough information for a reader to locate the exact source you
consulted. This means adapting the standard rules to the specific nature of software. We will break down
how to construct these citations accurately for various software types.

Core Components of Author-Date Citations
The author-date system relies on two primary components working in tandem: the in-text citation and the
bibliography entry. The in-text citation is brief, typically consisting of the author's last name and the year
of publication (e.g., Adobe 2023). If the author's name is mentioned in the sentence, only the year is needed
in the parenthetical citation (e.g., As Adobe notes, the update was significant [Adobe 2023]).

The bibliography entry, on the other hand, provides the complete details necessary for identification and
retrieval. This includes the authoring entity, the title of the work, the publication or release date, and often
other relevant details such as version numbers or URLs. The bibliography is alphabetized by the author's
last name or the corporate author's name.

When citing software, the "author" might be a company, an organization, or even an individual
programmer, depending on the software's origin and distribution. The "date" typically refers to the year of
release for the specific version being used or referenced. Understanding these distinctions is paramount for
accurate citation.

In-Text Citation for Software
In-text citations in the author-date system are designed to be unobtrusive. For software, the author is
generally considered the developing company or organization. For example, if you are citing a specific
version of Microsoft Windows, the author would be "Microsoft." The citation would then include the year
the specific version was released.

Consider an in-text citation for Microsoft Windows 11: (Microsoft 2021). If you were discussing the impact
of a particular update to Adobe Photoshop, you might cite it as (Adobe 2023). It is important to use the most
specific authoring entity possible. For open-source software, the author might be the foundation overseeing
the project or the primary developers if they are clearly identified as the authoritative source.

When paraphrasing or directly quoting information from software documentation or its functional output,
the in-text citation should immediately follow the statement. If the author is mentioned within the prose,
the year is enclosed in parentheses immediately following the author's name or at the end of the sentence,
as appropriate.



Bibliography Entries for Software
The bibliography is where the full details of your software citations reside, allowing readers to precisely
identify the software or documentation you consulted. The format for a bibliography entry in Chicago style
author-date for software generally follows this structure:

Authoring Entity. Year. Title of Software. Version number (if applicable). Publisher or Distributor (if
different from author). URL (if accessed online).

Let's break down each element:

Authoring Entity

This is the entity responsible for creating or distributing the software. For commercial software, this is
typically the company name. For open-source projects, it might be a foundation, an organization, or a
prominent group of developers. For example, "Google," "Mozilla Foundation," or "OpenAI."

Year

This is the year of release for the specific version of the software you are referencing. For software that
undergoes continuous updates, use the year of the most significant release or the year of the update you
consulted. If an exact year is unavailable, use the most precise date you can find.

Title of Software

The title should be italicized. If you are citing a specific module or component of a larger software suite,
include that as well. For instance, Adobe Photoshop or Microsoft Excel. If you are citing the user manual or
a specific help file, the title of that document would be used here, often italicized as well.

Version Number

This is crucial for software. Always include the version number if available, as functionality and features
can vary significantly between versions. For example, "version 11.5.2" or "v2.0."

Publisher or Distributor

If the publisher or distributor is different from the authoring entity, include this information. For many
software titles, the authoring entity also acts as the publisher.



URL

If you accessed the software or its documentation online, provide the URL. It is good practice to include the
date you accessed the online resource, especially for web pages that might change. For example, "Accessed
October 26, 2023."

Citing Different Types of Software Resources
The application of the Chicago style author-date system can vary slightly depending on the specific type of
software resource you are referencing. Each type presents unique challenges and requires a tailored
approach to ensure accuracy and clarity in your citations.

Commercial Software and Applications
When citing commercial software like operating systems, productivity suites, or specialized professional
applications, the author is generally the company that developed and markets the software. The year of
release for the specific version is critical.

For example, if you are writing about the features of Adobe Photoshop CC 2023, your in-text citation might
look like this: (Adobe 2023). In the bibliography, this would expand to:

Adobe. 2023. Adobe Photoshop CC 2023. Adobe Systems Incorporated.

If you are referencing the user manual or online help system for a commercial application, you would cite
the manual's title and the software's author and date.

Microsoft. 2021. Microsoft Word User Guide. Version 16.55. Microsoft Corporation. Accessed October 26,
2023.
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/word-help-documentation-3181699a-3d89-4b6c-8165-a38550115b1
c.

Open-Source Software and Projects
Citing open-source software requires identifying the appropriate authoring entity. This could be a
foundation (e.g., Apache Software Foundation, Mozilla Foundation), a consortium, or the primary
developers if they are clearly recognized as the authoritative source. Version numbers and release dates are
equally important here.

For example, citing a specific version of the Blender 3D creation suite:

Blender Foundation. 2023. Blender. Version 3.6.2. Blender Foundation.
https://www.blender.org/download/releases/3-6-2/.



In-text, this would appear as (Blender Foundation 2023).

For widely used open-source libraries or frameworks, you might cite the project name if it functions as the
primary identifier and author.

Software Documentation, Manuals, and Tutorials
Software documentation, whether it's a user manual, API documentation, a README file, or an online
tutorial, should be cited as a distinct work. The author is usually the entity that produced the
documentation, which might be the software developer or a specific department within the organization.

Consider citing a Python programming guide:

Python Software Foundation. 2023. The Python Tutorial. Version 3.11. Python Software Foundation.
Accessed October 26, 2023. https://docs.python.org/3/tutorial/.

In-text: (Python Software Foundation 2023).

If the documentation is part of a larger software release, and the authoring entity is the same as the
software's developer, you can streamline the citation. However, always aim for clarity.

Online Code Repositories and Datasets
Citing code from repositories like GitHub or GitLab, or referencing software-related datasets, requires
specific attention to the repository owner, the project name, and the commit hash or date of access. For
datasets, you would cite the dataset name, the owner, and the access date.

For a specific commit in a GitHub repository:

Smith, John. 2023. "Feature Implementation." Awesome Project Repository. Accessed October 26, 2023.
https://github.com/johnsmith/awesome-project/commit/a1b2c3d4e5f67890.

In-text: (Smith 2023).

If citing a dataset available through a repository:

Data Repository Name. Year. Dataset Title. Owner. Accessed October 26, 2023. URL.

The year of release or last update for the dataset is crucial. If citing a specific version of a dataset, ensure that
is clearly indicated.



Best Practices for Software Citation
Adhering to best practices ensures that your citations are not only compliant with Chicago style but also
genuinely helpful to your readers. Precision, consistency, and clarity are the cornerstones of effective
academic referencing, especially in a field as dynamic as software development.

Consistency is Key
Whatever format you adopt for a particular type of software source, maintain that consistency throughout
your document. If you cite one commercial software application using the company name as the author, do
so for all similar citations. Inconsistency can confuse readers and detract from the professionalism of your
work.

This principle extends to the level of detail. If you include version numbers for some software, ensure you
do for others, where available. The goal is to create a predictable and understandable system for your
audience.

Use the Most Specific Information Available
When citing software, always strive to use the most specific information possible. This includes the exact
version number, the specific release date, and the most accurate authoring entity. Avoid generalizations
where precise details are obtainable.

For example, instead of just citing "Microsoft Office," it's better to cite "Microsoft Excel," and if possible,
include the version number and year of its release. This level of specificity aids readers in identifying the
precise tool or documentation you referenced, which is vital for reproducibility and verification.

When in Doubt, Consult the CMOS
The Chicago Manual of Style is the ultimate authority. While this guide provides specific applications for
software, the manual itself offers comprehensive rules and examples that can be adapted to novel situations.
If you encounter a citation scenario not covered here or feel uncertain about a particular detail, consulting
the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style is highly recommended.

Online resources and style guides specific to your academic institution or publication venue may also offer
supplementary advice, but the CMOS remains the foundational text for this citation style.



Keep Track of Software Versions and Access Dates
The rapid pace of software development means that versions can become obsolete quickly. Maintain
meticulous records of the exact software version you used and the date you accessed any online resources.
This practice is essential for ensuring the long-term validity and reproducibility of your research.

For software that is updated frequently or is cloud-based, noting the access date is particularly important as
the functionality or interface may change over time. This detail provides context for your findings and
allows readers to understand the state of the software at the time of your research.

The Evolution of Software Citation Standards
As software has become increasingly integral to research across all disciplines, citation standards have had to
adapt. The traditional methods of citing books and articles were not always sufficient for the complexities of
digital resources, including software, databases, and online platforms. The Chicago Manual of Style,
recognizing this evolution, has provided guidelines to accommodate these new forms of scholarly output.

The emphasis on author-date, and indeed the entire Chicago system, encourages clarity and transparency.
For software, this means moving beyond simply mentioning a program name to providing the detailed
metadata necessary for proper identification and attribution. This ongoing adaptation reflects the growing
importance of software as a research object and a research tool.

The future of software citation will likely continue to evolve, with increasing attention to open access,
reproducibility, and the ethical considerations of using and citing software. Staying informed about these
developments is crucial for maintaining academic rigor.

The clarity and precision offered by the Chicago style author-date system, when applied diligently to
software, contribute significantly to the integrity and reliability of scholarly work in the digital age. By
understanding and implementing these guidelines, researchers and writers can ensure their contributions
are accurately represented and appropriately credited.

Frequently Asked Questions about Chicago Style Author-Date for
Software

Q: How do I cite a software update in Chicago style author-date?
A: To cite a software update, treat it similarly to a new version. Identify the authoring entity, the original
software title, the version number of the update, and the year of the update's release. For example:



Microsoft. 2023. Windows 11 Update 22H2. Microsoft Corporation.

Q: What if the software doesn't have a clear author or year?
A: If a software title lacks a discernible author or year, use the most prominent organizational name
associated with it as the author and the most specific date available. If no date can be determined, you may
use "n.d." (no date) for the year, but try to find at least an approximate publication year. In the bibliography,
the entry would look like: Software Name. n.d. Software Title. Developer.

Q: Should I cite the developer or the publisher if they are different for
software?
A: In Chicago style author-date for software, the authoring entity is typically the developer or creator of
the software. If a separate entity is solely the distributor and not involved in the software's creation, the
developer is usually preferred as the author. However, if the publisher plays a significant role in the
software's context or branding, you might consider including them in the citation if it adds clarity, but the
primary author remains the creator.

Q: How do I cite a specific function or algorithm within a software
package?
A: Citing a specific function or algorithm usually involves citing the software package itself. Your in-text
citation would refer to the software, and in your text, you would specify the function or algorithm you are
referencing. For example: (Python Software Foundation 2023). Within the text, you would then state,
"The `sort()` function in Python's standard library..." If the function has its own dedicated documentation,
you would cite that documentation.

Q: Is it necessary to include the URL for all software citations?
A: Including a URL is necessary if you accessed the software or its documentation online. For software that
is purchased and installed from physical media or directly downloaded without a persistent web address for
that specific version, a URL may not be applicable. However, for online documentation or open-source
projects hosted online, the URL is vital for retrieval.

Q: How should I format the title of the software in my bibliography?
A: The title of the software, along with any specific version designation (like "CC 2023" or "v3.6.2"), should



be italicized in your bibliography entry. For example: Adobe Photoshop CC 2023 or Blender v3.6.2. This
formatting clearly distinguishes the software title from other elements of the citation.
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