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The Chicago Style Dissertation Geographic: Navigating Its Nuances

chicago style dissertation geographic considerations are paramount for researchers
presenting spatial data, analysis, or arguments within their academic work. Whether your
research delves into historical cartography, urban planning, environmental science, or
social geography, adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) guidelines for
geographic elements ensures clarity, consistency, and academic rigor. This comprehensive
guide will illuminate the essential aspects of incorporating geographic information, from
citation practices for maps and atlases to formatting requirements for spatial data and
imagery, all within the framework of the Chicago style. We will explore how to effectively
present location-based evidence and discuss best practices for citing various geographic
resources, ensuring your dissertation is both scholarly and accessible to a wide audience.
Understanding these specific stylistic demands is crucial for presenting your research with
the highest degree of professionalism and credibility.
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Understanding Geographic Scope in Dissertations

Defining the geographic scope of your dissertation is a foundational step that shapes your
entire research project. It involves clearly delineating the spatial boundaries of your study
area, whether it's a specific city, region, continent, or even a global perspective. This clarity
is essential for readers to understand the context of your analysis and the applicability of
your findings. A well-defined scope prevents your research from becoming overly broad or
impossibly narrow, ensuring a manageable and impactful investigation.

The geographic scope directly influences the types of data you will collect, the
methodologies you employ, and the theoretical frameworks you utilize. For instance, a
dissertation focusing on a local urban development issue will likely employ different data
sources and analytical techniques compared to a study examining global climate change
patterns. Chicago style, while not dictating the scope itself, provides the framework for
presenting this scope and its implications in a clear and organized manner throughout your
dissertation.

Defining Study Areas

The process of defining study areas requires careful consideration of your research



questions and objectives. You might choose to focus on a single administrative unit, a
natural geographic region (like a watershed), or a culturally defined territory. The key is to
ensure that your chosen area is relevant to the phenomenon you are investigating and
allows for meaningful data collection and analysis. Documenting the rationale behind your
chosen boundaries is a critical component of your dissertation's methodology section.

Spatial and Temporal Dimensions

Beyond spatial boundaries, the temporal dimension of your geographic scope is equally
important. Are you examining a static snapshot in time, a period of change, or a long-term
historical trajectory? The interplay between space and time often forms the core of
geographic research. Clearly articulating both the spatial and temporal dimensions of your
study allows for a comprehensive understanding of the processes and patterns you are
exploring. This dual focus is vital for constructing a robust and coherent argument.

Citing Geographic Resources in Chicago Style

Properly citing geographic resources is a cornerstone of academic integrity and ensures
that your readers can access the original sources of your information. Chicago style offers
specific guidelines for a variety of geographic materials, including maps, atlases,
geographic databases, and satellite imagery. Adhering to these conventions is not merely a
formality; it is crucial for giving credit where it is due and allowing others to verify your
work.

The specific citation format will depend on the type of geographic resource. For printed
maps, for instance, you will typically include the mapmaker, title, publication information,
and scale. Digital resources may require additional details such as URLs and access dates.
Consistency in citation is paramount, and using a citation management tool can be
beneficial in ensuring accuracy and adherence to Chicago style throughout your
dissertation.

Citing Printed Maps and Atlases

When citing a printed map, the Chicago Manual of Style generally requires the following
elements: the mapmaker's name (if attributed), the title of the map (italicized), publication
details (publisher, place, year), and potentially the scale. For atlases, you would cite the
atlas itself, and if referencing a specific map within it, you would include the page number
or map identifier. It is important to consult the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style
for precise formatting nuances.

For example, a citation for a map might look like: Smith, John. Map of the City of Chicago,
1920. Chicago Cartographic Society, 1921. A citation for an atlas could be: National
Geographic Society. Atlas of the World. 10th ed. Washington, D.C.: National Geographic
Society, 2018.



Citing Digital Geographic Data and Online Maps

Citing digital geographic data and online maps requires attention to different types of
information. For datasets, you will need to identify the data provider, the dataset name,
version or release date, and the URL where it can be accessed, along with the date of
access. For online maps, such as those provided by Google Maps or other platforms, you
would cite the platform, the specific map viewed, and the date of access.

An example for citing a shapefile might be: U.S. Census Bureau. "TIGER/Line Shapefiles:
2020 Census - Counties." Accessed March 15, 2023.
https://www.census.gov/geographies/mapping-files/time-series/geo/tiger-line-file.html. For
an online map service: Google Maps. "Street View of Millennium Park, Chicago." Accessed
March 15, 2023.
https://www.google.com/maps/@41.8781,-87.6298,3a,75y,289.8h,82.12t/data=!3m6!1el!3
m4!1s... (full URL).

Citing Satellite Imagery and Aerial Photographs

Satellite imagery and aerial photographs are valuable geographic resources. When citing
them, you should include the source of the imagery (e.g., NASA, USGS, or a commercial
provider), the sensor or satellite name if known, the date the imagery was acquired, and
any relevant project or product name. The location and access information, if applicable,
should also be provided.

A citation for satellite imagery could be: U.S. Geological Survey. Landsat 8 OLI/TIRS
Collection 2 Level-2. Acquired October 26, 2022. Accessed March 15, 2023.
https://earthexplorer.usgs.gov/. This level of detail ensures transparency and reproducibility
for your geographic data sources.

Formatting Maps and Visualizations

The presentation of maps, charts, and other visualizations within your dissertation is crucial
for effectively communicating your geographic findings. Chicago style provides guidelines
for figures and tables, ensuring a consistent and professional look. Proper labeling, clear
captions, and accurate source attribution are essential for making your visual aids
understandable and credible.

Maps in a dissertation should not only be visually appealing but also informative, clearly
illustrating the spatial relationships, distributions, or processes you are discussing. The
scale, orientation, and legend must be readily comprehensible, allowing readers to interpret
the geographic information accurately. This attention to detail enhances the overall impact
and effectiveness of your research presentation.



Figure and Table Numbering

In Chicago style, figures (which include maps, graphs, and images) and tables are typically
numbered consecutively and separately throughout the dissertation. Each figure and table
should have a brief, descriptive title that accurately reflects its content. For instance,
"Figure 1. Population Density by Census Tract, Chicago, 2020."

The numbering helps in referencing these elements within the text. When you refer to a
figure or table in your prose, you will use its number, such as "As shown in Figure 1..." or
"Table 2 details the precipitation data..." This systematic approach aids in navigating the
dissertation and locating specific information.

Captions and Notes

Each figure and table in your dissertation must be accompanied by a caption. For figures,
the caption typically appears below the visual, while for tables, it appears above. Captions
should be concise yet informative, providing enough context for the reader to understand
the visual without needing to refer extensively to the main text. Below the caption, you
should include a note indicating the source of the data or visualization. This note is where
you would provide a shortened citation of the source, or a full citation if it's the first
mention of that source.

Notes can also be used to provide additional explanations, definitions, or disclaimers
related to the figure or table, offering further clarity to the reader. Proper use of captions
and notes ensures that your visualizations are self-explanatory and fully integrated into
your dissertation's narrative.

Map Projections and Coordinate Systems

When presenting maps, it is important to consider and, where appropriate, indicate the
map projection and coordinate system used. This is particularly relevant in technical
dissertations where the accuracy and integrity of spatial data are paramount. Different
projections can distort areas, distances, or directions, and acknowledging the projection
used ensures that readers understand any inherent limitations or characteristics of the
map.

While a detailed explanation of map projections may not be necessary in every caption, for
technical or geographically focused dissertations, it is often best practice to include this
information in the notes section or a methodology chapter. This demonstrates a thorough
understanding of the spatial data and its representation.

Incorporating Geographic Data

The incorporation of geographic data is often central to dissertations that engage with
spatial analysis. This can range from demographic statistics to environmental
measurements and land use patterns. Presenting this data accurately and ethically within



your dissertation is vital for supporting your arguments and allowing for replication of your
analysis.

Chicago style provides guidance on how to present textual and tabular data, and these
principles extend to the presentation of geographic data. The key is to ensure that the data
is clearly organized, easy to understand, and properly attributed. Whether you are using
raw data, processed datasets, or derived statistics, the presentation should be systematic
and aligned with academic standards.

Qualitative Geographic Information

Qualitative geographic information might include descriptions of place, historical accounts
of landscapes, or ethnographic observations related to spatial phenomena. When
integrating such information, ensure it is presented in a way that supports your thesis and
is clearly linked to the geographic context. Use descriptive language to evoke the spatial
qualities you are discussing and cite your sources meticulously.

For example, if you are discussing the sense of place in a particular neighborhood, you
would use descriptive prose to convey the sensory experiences and social meanings
associated with that area. Integrating this with quantitative data can provide a richer and
more nuanced understanding of your geographic subject matter.

Quantitative Geographic Data and Statistics

Quantitative geographic data often takes the form of statistical measures, such as
population densities, land cover percentages, or economic indicators tied to specific
geographic units. Presenting this data often involves tables, charts, or specialized maps.
Ensure that your data tables are well-formatted, with clear headings and units of
measurement.

When discussing quantitative findings, refer to specific figures or tables in your text. You
should also explain the statistical significance and implications of your findings in relation to
your research questions. Proper statistical reporting is crucial for demonstrating the validity
of your geographic analysis.

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) Data

If your dissertation utilizes Geographic Information Systems (GIS) data, it's important to
clearly describe the data sources, the software used for analysis, and the analytical
methods employed. This includes specifying the layers, attributes, and spatial relationships
within your GIS project. Any maps generated from GIS analysis should be treated as figures
and follow the Chicago style guidelines for figures.

For instance, when discussing a map created in ArcGIS or QGIS, you would mention the
software and the specific tools or analyses performed. This level of transparency allows
other researchers to understand and potentially replicate your spatial analysis, enhancing



the scientific rigor of your work.

Best Practices for Geographic Referencing

Effective geographic referencing goes beyond simply citing sources; it involves providing
your readers with enough information to understand the spatial context of your research
and to locate the areas or features you discuss. This applies to both your written text and
your visual materials.

Consistent and clear referencing is essential for building credibility and allowing for easy
verification of your claims. Whether you are referring to a specific town, a geopolitical
boundary, or a natural landmark, the method of reference should be unambiguous and
align with established conventions. Precision in geographic referencing is a hallmark of
well-executed academic research.

Using Standard Geographic Identifiers

When referring to specific locations, it is often beneficial to use standard geographic
identifiers where appropriate. This can include official place names, administrative
boundaries (like counties or states), or recognized geographical features (like rivers or
mountains). For international locations, using official names and including the country is
crucial for clarity.

For example, instead of just "Springfield," you would specify "Springfield, lllinois" or
"Springfield, Massachusetts" to avoid confusion. In more technical contexts, using
standardized codes or names from recognized geographic databases can further enhance
precision and interoperability.

Describing Spatial Relationships

Clearly describing the spatial relationships between different geographic entities is
fundamental to geographic research. This involves using precise language to indicate
proximity, direction, containment, or adjacency. Phrases like "north of," "adjacent to,"
"within the boundaries of," or "surrounded by" are essential for conveying spatial
configurations accurately.

The clarity of these descriptions directly impacts the reader's ability to visualize and
understand the spatial dynamics you are presenting. Ensure that your spatial descriptions
are consistent with the maps and other visualizations you include in your dissertation.

Accuracy and Precision in Locational Information

The accuracy and precision of locational information are critical, especially in research
where precise locations have significant implications. This might involve using latitude and



longitude coordinates, specific street addresses, or detailed descriptions of landmarks. The
level of precision required will depend on your research field and objectives.

For instance, in urban planning or environmental studies, precise coordinates might be
essential for identifying specific sites or monitoring changes over time. Always strive for the
highest level of precision that is relevant and feasible for your research, and clearly state
any limitations in precision.

Conclusion

Navigating the complexities of geographic elements within a Chicago style dissertation
requires a meticulous approach to both content and citation. By understanding the nuances
of defining scope, correctly citing diverse geographic resources, formatting visualizations
effectively, and incorporating data with precision, researchers can ensure their work is both
rigorous and accessible. The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for
presenting spatial information, empowering scholars to communicate their findings with
clarity and authority. Mastering these guidelines will not only enhance the quality of your
dissertation but also contribute to the broader academic conversation in your field. The
dedication to detail in these areas reflects a commitment to scholarly excellence.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: How does Chicago style handle the citation of
historical maps that may have inaccuracies or different
naming conventions?

A: When citing historical maps that may contain inaccuracies or use different naming
conventions, Chicago style emphasizes the importance of accurately representing the
source as it exists. You should cite the map as it is published, including any original titles or
labels. In your dissertation's text or in a note, you can then discuss any discrepancies or
historical context that clarifies the map's content and potential limitations. The goal is to be
faithful to the source while providing necessary scholarly context.

Q: What is the recommended method for citing a
specific region or territory that doesn't have a formal
published map under that name?

A: If you are referencing a specific region or territory without a formal published map of
that exact designation, you would typically describe the region in your text and cite the
sources that define or delineate it. This could involve citing academic articles, government
reports, or established geographical texts that describe or map the area. You might also
include a descriptive map you have created, which would then need to be cited as a figure
in your dissertation, referencing the data sources used to create it.



Q: Are there specific Chicago style rules for referencing
place names that have undergone significant changes
or have multiple variations?

A: Yes, Chicago style advises consistency and clarity when referencing place names that
have undergone changes or have multiple variations. It is best to use the most current and
widely accepted name for a place, but you should acknowledge any historical or alternative
names, especially if they are relevant to your research. This acknowledgment can be done
in a footnote, endnote, or within the main text, providing context for the reader and
demonstrating thoroughness.

Q: How should | format citations for custom maps
created using GIS software for my dissertation?

A: When you create a custom map using GIS software for your dissertation, it should be
treated as a figure. The citation, typically presented in a caption below the map, should
include details such as the software used (e.qg., ArcGIS, QGIS), the data sources (e.g., U.S.
Census Bureau, National Weather Service), the date of data acquisition, and the date the
map was created. A note can also specify the projection and coordinate system used, if
relevant to your analysis.

Q: What is the Chicago style approach to referencing
ephemeral geographic data, such as real-time traffic
information or temporary events?

A: Citing ephemeral geographic data requires careful attention to the accessibility of the
information at the time of your research. For real-time data or temporary events, you
should cite the source (e.qg., a specific website, app, or data feed), the exact date and time
you accessed the information, and the specific data points or observations you are
referencing. If possible, include a URL or a clear description of how to access similar data,
acknowledging that the specific instance may no longer be available.

Q: How do | ensure my geographic references are
consistent if my dissertation covers multiple
geographical scales (e.g., local, regional, and national)?

A: Maintaining consistency in geographic references across multiple scales involves
establishing a clear hierarchy and standard for how you will refer to different levels of
geographic organization. For instance, always use full state names for U.S. locations,
specify countries for international locations, and use official administrative names for sub-
national units. You might also consider a glossary or a dedicated section in your
methodology to outline your referencing conventions for different spatial scales.



Q: When should | consider including a bibliography of
geographic sources in addition to in-text citations?

A: A bibliography of geographic sources is highly recommended if your dissertation relies
heavily on a substantial number of maps, atlases, datasets, or other geographic materials.
It serves as a consolidated list of all the geographic resources you have consulted,
providing a comprehensive overview of your spatial information base. This is particularly
useful for dissertations in fields like geography, urban studies, or environmental science.
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