chicago style citing government
documents

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for academic
and professional writing, and when it comes to Chicago style citing
government documents, precision and clarity are paramount. This article
delves into the intricacies of correctly referencing a wide array of
government publications, from federal statutes and regulations to state and
local agency reports. Understanding these citation methods ensures the
integrity of your research and grants proper attribution to the often complex
and vital information produced by governmental bodies. We will explore the
fundamental components of a Chicago-style citation for government documents,
the differences between citing primary and secondary government sources, and
specific examples for various types of official publications.
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Understanding the Core Components of Government
Document Citations

Chicago style citing government documents requires attention to several key
elements to ensure accuracy and completeness. These elements help readers
locate the precise source you are referencing. Generally, a citation will
include information about the issuing agency, the title of the document, the
publication date, and specific identifiers such as document numbers or report
series. The complexity often arises from the hierarchical nature of
government agencies and the varied formats of their publications.

The principle behind Chicago style is to provide enough information for a
reader to find the exact source. For government documents, this means
carefully identifying the authoring body, whether it's a specific department,
committee, or office. The title of the document is also crucial, and it
should be presented accurately, often italicized or in quotation marks
depending on the type of publication. Publication details, including the
place of publication (if applicable and not obvious) and the publisher (often
the government printing office or the agency itself), are also vital for a
complete citation.



Citing Federal Government Documents

Citing federal government documents is a common necessity for researchers
working with U.S. law, policy, and statistics. The U.S. Government Publishing
Office (GPO) is a primary source for many of these publications. When citing
federal documents, it is important to distinguish between different types,
such as legislation, regulations, and reports issued by executive agencies.

Citing Federal Statutes

Federal statutes are laws passed by the U.S. Congress. In Chicago style,
statutes are typically cited by their common name or Public Law number,
followed by the U.S. Code (U.S.C.) or Statutes at Large (Stat.) citation. For
example, a reference might include the year it was enacted and the relevant
volume and page numbers or section of the U.S. Code where it is codified.

A typical citation for a federal statute in a footnote or endnote might look
like this: "Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Pub. L. No. 88-352, 78
Stat. 252 (1964) (codified at 42 U.S.C. § 2000e et seq.)." The bibliography
entry would be similar but often more condensed, focusing on the essential
identifying information.

Citing Federal Regulations

Federal regulations are rules issued by executive agencies under the
authority granted by Congress. The Code of Federal Regulations (C.F.R.) is
the codification of these general and permanent rules. Citations for
regulations typically include the title and part of the C.F.R., followed by
the section number and the year of the C.F.R. edition being consulted.

For instance, a footnote citation for a federal regulation could be: "29
C.F.R. § 1910.1000 (2022)." The bibliography entry would usually be the same
or very similar. It is important to note the specific year of the C.F.R.
edition, as regulations are updated annually.

Citing Federal Agency Reports and Publications

Reports, white papers, and other publications from federal agencies require
careful citation. The author is the agency or sub-agency responsible for the
publication. The title should be clearly stated, often italicized if it's a
standalone work. Information regarding the publication date, report numbers,
and where it can be accessed (such as a website or specific government



publication series) is crucial.

An example of a footnote citation for a federal agency report: "U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, National Vital Statistics Reports, vol. 68, no. 13 (Nov. 1,
2019)." The bibliography entry would likely include the agency as the author,
the title, publication details, and potentially a URL if accessed online.

Citing State and Local Government Documents

Citing state and local government documents follows similar principles to
federal documents but involves identifying the relevant state or municipal
entity. The variety of government structures at these levels means that
citation formats can vary more widely.

Citing State Statutes and Session Laws

State statutes are laws enacted by state legislatures. Like federal statutes,
they are often codified in state codes. Citations will typically include the
state, the chapter or article number, the section number, and the year of
enactment or codification.

For example, a footnote might cite: "Cal. Civ. Code § 1714 (West 2021)." The
bibliography entry would include similar information, ensuring the state and
specific code are clearly identified.

Citing State and Local Regulations

State and local regulations are rules created by administrative agencies
within those governments. These are often found in state administrative codes
or municipal ordinances. The citation format will depend on the specific
state or locality's publication system.

A footnote for a state regulation could appear as: "N.Y. Comp. Codes R. &
Regs. tit. 10, § 41.1 (2023)." Similarly, local ordinances would be cited by
the municipality and the specific ordinance number and year.

Citing State and Local Agency Reports

Reports and publications from state and local agencies are cited by



identifying the issuing agency, the title of the report, and publication
details. These can range from city planning documents to state environmental
impact statements.

A footnote example: "City of Chicago, Department of Planning and Development,
Chicago 2024 Comprehensive Plan (2024)." The bibliography entry would detail
the city, department, title, and year of publication.

Citing International Government Documents

When dealing with government documents from other countries, the principles
remain the same: identify the issuing authority, the document title, and
publication specifics. However, the names of governmental bodies and the
systems for codifying laws and regulations will differ significantly.

Citing International Treaties and Agreements

International treaties and agreements are binding international accords.
Citations typically include the official title of the treaty, the date of
signing or entry into force, and the treaty series or collection where it can
be found, often with volume and page numbers.

A footnote might cite: "Convention on the Rights of the Child, opened for
signature Nov. 20, 1989, 1578 U.N.T.S. 3." The bibliography entry would
provide the same core information for easy retrieval.

Citing Foreign Legislation and Regulations

Legislation and regulations from foreign countries require clear
identification of the legislative body and the specific law or rule. This can
be challenging due to differing legal systems and publication practices.

For instance, a citation to a German law might include its official name,
codification reference, and year, such as: "Gesetz zur Modernisierung des
notariellen Berufsrechts und zur Anderung anderer Vorschriften (NotRMoG) of
June 25, 2013, BGBLl. I at 1909."

Specific Challenges and Solutions in Government



Document Citation

Several challenges can arise when citing government documents. One common
issue is the sheer volume and complexity of government publications, making
it difficult to pinpoint the exact source. Another is the evolving nature of
online government resources, where URLs can change or documents can be
updated without clear versioning.

To overcome these challenges, researchers should always strive for the most
specific citation possible. If a document is available in multiple formats
(print, online PDF, online HTML), choose the most stable and authoritative
version. When citing online government documents, it is often helpful to
include a stable URL or DOI if available, and the date accessed, especially
for dynamic or frequently updated content. Keeping meticulous records of
source information as it is gathered is also a crucial strategy.

Identifying the Authoring Agency

Accurately identifying the authoring government agency is foundational.
Government agencies often have complex structures with numerous sub-agencies
and departments. The key is to identify the most specific body responsible
for the publication. If a report is issued by a subcommittee of a larger
department, cite the subcommittee if that is its primary attribution.

For example, a report from a specific task force within a congressional
committee should be attributed to the task force, not just the committee or
the parent department. This level of detail ensures clarity and precision for
the reader attempting to locate the source material.

Handling Obscure or Older Government Documents

Older government documents, especially those from before widespread
digitization, can be difficult to find and cite. These might be found in
physical archives or specialized government document repositories. In such
cases, providing as much publication information as is available, including
the name of the repository where it was accessed, is vital.

For documents that lack standard identifiers like report numbers, relying on
the full title, authoring agency, and publication date becomes even more
critical. If possible, consulting library catalogs or government archives for
original publication details can significantly aid in creating an accurate
citation.



Best Practices for Chicago Style Citing
Government Documents

Adhering to best practices ensures consistency and professionalism in your
use of Chicago style citing government documents. Always consult the latest
edition of The Chicago Manual of Style for definitive guidance, as citation
practices can evolve. Familiarize yourself with the specific requirements of
your academic institution or publisher, as they may have specific preferences
for citing government materials.

When in doubt, err on the side of providing more information rather than
less. This includes full agency names, exact titles, and precise publication
details. For online government documents, always check for official PDFs or
stable links provided by the issuing agency. Regularly reviewing examples and
seeking clarification when faced with unusual document types will lead to
more accurate and effective citations. Understanding the nuances of Chicago
style citing government documents is an ongoing process, but by applying
these principles, you can confidently and accurately credit the vital
information contained within them.

FAQ

Q: What is the most important element when citing a
government document in Chicago style?

A: The most important element is accurately identifying the issuing
government agency or body, as this serves as the primary author and helps
readers locate the source within the vast landscape of government
publications.

Q: How do I cite a U.S. federal law in Chicago
style?

A: In Chicago style, federal laws are typically cited by their common name or
Public Law number, followed by the U.S. Code (U.S.C.) or Statutes at Large
(Stat.) citation, including the year of enactment. For example, "Title VII of
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Pub. L. No. 88-352, 78 Stat. 252 (1964)."

Q: What if a government document is only available
online?

A: When citing an online government document, provide as much bibliographic
information as possible, including the issuing agency, title, and publication
date. It is also highly recommended to include a stable URL and the date you
accessed the document to ensure it can be found.



Q: How does citing state government documents differ
from federal documents?

A: Citing state government documents follows similar principles but requires
identifying the specific state legislative body, agency, or municipal entity.
The format of state codes and administrative regulations will vary by state.

Q: Should I italicize the title of a government
report in Chicago style?

A: Generally, standalone government reports or monographs are italicized,
similar to book titles. However, journal articles or reports published as
part of a numbered series might be enclosed in quotation marks, depending on
the specific publication format and the guidance in The Chicago Manual of
Style.

Q: What is the best approach for citing
international government documents?

A: When citing international government documents, identify the relevant
governmental body or international organization, the official title of the
document, and the date. Include treaty series or official compilation
references where available, ensuring clarity about the source country or
organization.

Q: How do I handle government documents with
corporate authors (e.g., an agency)?

A: In Chicago style, government agencies are treated as corporate authors.
List the name of the agency as the author in your citation, followed by the
title of the document and publication details. Be as specific as possible,
listing sub-agencies if they are the direct authors.

Q: What if a government document has no clear author
or publication date?

A: If a government document lacks a clear author, use the name of the agency
or department that published it. If a publication date is missing, use "n.d."
(no date). However, strive to find this information through official sources
or library catalogs, as it is crucial for accurate citation.
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