
chicago style for databases
Mastering Chicago Style for Databases: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style for databases, while not as commonly discussed as citation styles for textual works,
is a crucial element of academic and professional integrity when referencing data sources.
Understanding how to properly cite databases ensures that your research is reproducible, that your
sources are clearly identifiable, and that you give due credit to the creators of the information. This
guide will delve into the intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) when it comes to citing
various types of databases, from proprietary collections to open-access repositories. We will explore
the core principles of CMOS bibliographic entries and notes, and how they adapt to the unique
characteristics of digital data. You'll learn about the essential components needed for accurate
database citations, including author, title, publisher, date, and crucially, access information.
Furthermore, we will address common challenges and provide detailed examples for different
database scenarios, equipping you with the knowledge to confidently cite any database used in your
work.
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Understanding the Principles of Chicago Style for
Databases

The Chicago Manual of Style, in its 17th edition, offers guidelines for citing a wide array of sources,
and its principles can be effectively applied to databases, even if it doesn't dedicate an entire chapter
solely to them. The overarching goal of any citation system, including Chicago style, is to provide
readers with enough information to locate the source themselves. For databases, this means
identifying the specific collection, its provider, and how it was accessed. The emphasis is on clarity,
accuracy, and consistency.

When approaching Chicago style for databases, it's important to remember that databases are often
dynamic and can evolve. Therefore, the citation needs to capture a snapshot of the database as it
existed at the time of access. This often involves including a retrieval date, especially for sources that
are subject to frequent updates or changes. The principles of citing electronic resources are
paramount, and Chicago style prioritizes key identifying information over a rigid format, allowing for
flexibility based on the nature of the database itself.



Key Components of a Chicago Style Database Citation

A comprehensive Chicago style citation for a database generally includes several core elements that
help to uniquely identify the source. While the exact order and presence of each element may vary
slightly depending on the specific database and its contents, these are the foundational pieces of
information you will typically need to gather.

Author or Creator

This can be an individual, an organization, or the name of the database itself if no specific author is
apparent. In cases where a database is a collection of works by various authors, the organization
responsible for curating or publishing the database often serves as the authorial entity.

Title of the Database

This is the official name of the database. If the database is part of a larger platform or service, you
should still aim to identify the specific database you used. For instance, if you accessed a historical
newspaper archive within a larger research platform, you would cite the specific newspaper archive
database.

Publisher or Producer

This refers to the entity that created, published, or hosts the database. This is often a university
press, a commercial vendor, a government agency, or an academic institution. It's crucial to
distinguish this from the institution where you accessed the database, if they are different.

Date of Publication or Last Update

If available, include the publication date or the date of the last known update for the database. This
helps in tracking the version of the data used. If no specific date is available, you can note that it is
"n.d." (no date).

Access Information

This is a critical component for databases, as it specifies how the user can find and access the
information. This typically includes:

The URL or DOI (Digital Object Identifier) if available and stable.



The name of the platform or aggregator through which the database was accessed (e.g., JSTOR,
ProQuest, EBSCOhost).

The date of access, which is essential for resources that may change over time.

Specific Content Accessed (If Applicable)

If you are referencing a specific article, record, or dataset within a larger database, you will need to
include details about that specific item as well. This would include the title of the item, author of the
item (if different from the database author), and any other relevant identifying information for that
specific piece of content.

Citing Different Types of Databases

The nature of a database can vary significantly, and the Chicago style citation needs to adapt
accordingly. Whether you're dealing with a curated collection of academic journals, a repository of
statistical data, or an archive of primary source documents, the core principles remain the same, but
the specific details you emphasize may differ.

Academic Journal Databases

When citing articles found within academic databases like JSTOR, Project MUSE, or Academic Search
Premier, you follow the standard Chicago style for journal articles, but you must include the database
information. The format typically looks like this: Author of Article, “Title of Article,” Title of Journal
Volume, no. Issue (Year): page numbers. Accessed Month Day, Year. Database Name. URL or DOI.

For example: Smith, John. “The Evolution of Urban Planning.” Journal of Urban Studies 25, no. 2
(2018): 112–130. Accessed November 15, 2023. JSTOR. https://www.jstor.org/stable/45123456.

Statistical Databases

Statistical databases, such as those provided by government agencies (e.g., Census Bureau) or
research organizations, require careful citation to ensure the data's source and context are clear.
You'll want to identify the agency responsible, the specific dataset or table name, and the access
details. The key is to be specific about the data you used.

A typical citation might include: U.S. Census Bureau. “Table 1: Population by Age Group, 2020.”
American Community Survey. Accessed November 15, 2023.
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2020/demo/acs/acs-2020.html.



Archival Databases and Digital Collections

Citing materials from archival databases, like the National Archives or university special collections
digitized online, requires referencing the originating archive as well as the digital platform. You should
aim to cite the specific collection or item within the archive, followed by the platform and access
information. This often involves a descriptive title for the item or collection.

An example would be: Library of Congress. "Thomas Jefferson Papers: Series 1, General
Correspondence, 1651-1827." Manuscript Division. Accessed November 15, 2023.
https://www.loc.gov/collections/jefferson-papers/about-this-collection/.

Proprietary and Commercial Databases

Databases provided by commercial entities, such as LexisNexis, Bloomberg Law, or specialized
market research databases, also need to be cited. The key here is to identify the database provider
and the specific dataset or report you consulted. Due to the often restricted access, including the
platform name and a clear description of what was accessed is vital.

A citation could look like: Nielsen Company. "Global Consumer Trends Report, Q3 2022." Nielsen
Research Platform. Accessed November 15, 2023. (Subscription required).

Database Citations in Footnotes and Endnotes

In Chicago style, citations can be presented in two main ways: footnotes (at the bottom of the page)
or endnotes (at the end of the document). The information presented in both formats is generally the
same, though the first citation of a source in footnotes or endnotes is typically more detailed than
subsequent ones.

For a full note citation of a database, you would include all the essential components as discussed
earlier. This provides the reader with complete information to locate the source upon first mention.

Example of a full note:

Jane Doe, “Analyzing Network Traffic,” Computer Security Journal 30, no. 1 (2020): 45. Accessed1.
October 26, 2023. ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global.

Subsequent notes referring to the same source would be shortened. This typically includes the
author's last name and a shortened title or key identifying information.

Example of a subsequent note:



Doe, “Analyzing Network Traffic.”1.

When citing a general database without a specific article or record, the note format would adapt to
reflect that. The focus remains on identifying the database and how it was accessed.

Best Practices and Common Pitfalls

Adhering to Chicago style for databases involves more than just knowing the rules; it's about
cultivating good research habits and avoiding common mistakes that can undermine the credibility of
your work.

Key Best Practices:

Be Specific: Always strive to be as specific as possible. Instead of just noting "accessed
online," provide the exact URL or DOI. If you accessed a particular table or dataset within a
larger database, identify it clearly.

Record Access Dates: For any online resource, especially databases that might be updated or
changed, recording the date you accessed the information is crucial.

Consult the Database Documentation: Many databases provide their own citation guides.
While these may not perfectly align with Chicago style, they can offer valuable information
about identifying key elements.

Maintain Consistency: Once you establish a method for citing a particular type of database,
stick with it throughout your document. Consistency makes your bibliography easier to
navigate.

Prioritize Stable Identifiers: Whenever possible, use DOIs or stable URLs. These are more
reliable than general website links that can break or change.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid:

Vague Citations: Simply stating "accessed via [database name]" without a URL or specific
content description is insufficient.

Omitting Access Dates: For dynamic online content, forgetting the access date can make
your citation less useful.

Confusing Publisher and Host: Differentiate between the creator/publisher of the database
content and the platform that hosts it (e.g., ProQuest as the host for many university press



journals).

Incorrect Formatting: Paying close attention to italics for database or journal titles, quotation
marks for article titles, and punctuation is essential for adhering to Chicago style.

Over-reliance on Generic Templates: While templates are helpful, adapt them to the unique
characteristics of each database rather than forcing every source into a single mold.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is the most important element when citing a
database in Chicago style?
A: The most important element is providing clear and specific access information, including a stable
URL or DOI if available, and the date of access. This ensures that your readers can locate the exact
data you consulted.

Q: Should I cite the entire database or just the specific data I
used?
A: You should cite the specific data or content you used within the database. This could be an article,
a statistical table, a record, or a collection of documents. If you used a general feature or exploration
of the database without focusing on specific content, then citing the database itself with its access
information is appropriate.

Q: How do I cite a database when the publisher is not clearly
identified?
A: If the publisher is not clearly identified, you should look for the organization or institution
responsible for creating, curating, or hosting the database. If absolutely no clear producer can be
found, you may list the name of the database itself as the publisher, preceded by "published by."

Q: What if the database I used is subscription-based and not
publicly accessible?
A: For subscription-based databases, you should still provide the platform name, the URL if it's a
direct link, and the access date. You may also add a note indicating that access is restricted or
requires a subscription, such as "(Subscription required)" or "(Accessed through institutional login)."



Q: How do I handle databases that are frequently updated?
A: For databases that are frequently updated, the access date is particularly critical. It signals to the
reader that the data they might access at a later date could differ from what you consulted. You can
also try to find information about the last update date of the specific data you used, if available.

Q: Should I italicize the name of a database in Chicago style?
A: Generally, the name of a database is treated as a standalone work and should be italicized, similar
to how you would italicize the title of a book or a journal. However, if the database is part of a larger
platform, you would italicize the specific database name and may cite the platform name in regular
text.

Q: What is the difference between citing a database and citing
a website in Chicago style?
A: While both involve online resources, databases are typically curated collections of information with
a specific structure and intended purpose (e.g., academic journals, statistical data). Websites are
often broader and can encompass a wider range of content. Database citations often require more
detail about the specific collection and its producer, while website citations might focus more on the
organization hosting the content and the specific page accessed. The core principle of providing
access information and access dates applies to both.
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