
chicago style for environmental journalism citation

chicago style for environmental journalism citation is a crucial element for ensuring credibility and

accuracy in reporting on complex environmental issues. This comprehensive guide will delve into the

nuances of applying Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) principles specifically to environmental

journalism, covering everything from in-text citations and footnotes to bibliographies and common

source types. We will explore how to properly attribute scientific studies, government reports,

interviews, and multimedia sources, all while maintaining the clarity and precision demanded by the

field. Understanding these citation standards is paramount for any journalist aiming to produce well-

researched, trustworthy environmental content that stands up to scrutiny from both the public and

academic communities. This article aims to equip environmental journalists with the knowledge and

tools to confidently navigate Chicago style.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for Environmental

Journalism

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for academic and professional

writing, and its application in environmental journalism is vital for maintaining integrity and

transparency. Environmental reporting often involves complex data, scientific findings, and expert

opinions, making accurate attribution essential. By adhering to Chicago style, journalists can clearly

indicate the origin of their information, allowing readers to verify sources and understand the basis of

the reporting. This not only builds trust with the audience but also upholds the highest standards of

journalistic ethics in a field that frequently grapples with misinformation and vested interests.

The Chicago Manual of Style is renowned for its flexibility, offering two primary citation systems: the

author-date system and the notes-bibliography system. Environmental journalists must understand both

to choose the most appropriate method for their publication and specific reporting needs. The choice

between these systems can impact the flow and appearance of an article, and consistency is key

regardless of the chosen system.

Core Principles of Chicago Style in Environmental Reporting

At its heart, Chicago style emphasizes clarity, completeness, and consistency in citation. For

environmental journalism, this translates to meticulously detailing the source of every piece of

information, whether it’s a statistic from a climate change report, a quote from a conservationist, or a

finding from a peer-reviewed study. The goal is to provide readers with enough information to locate

the original source themselves, fostering transparency and enabling deeper engagement with the

subject matter.

Key principles include providing full bibliographic details for all cited works, using a standardized format

for different types of sources, and ensuring that every in-text citation corresponds to an entry in the



bibliography or a corresponding note. This meticulous approach is particularly important in

environmental journalism, where the credibility of scientific findings and expert testimony is often

debated.

The Importance of Source Credibility

Environmental reporting frequently draws on scientific research, policy documents, and expert

interviews. Chicago style’s rigorous citation requirements help journalists demonstrate the

thoroughness of their research and highlight the credibility of the sources they rely upon. Properly

citing peer-reviewed journals, reports from reputable environmental organizations, and interviews with

leading scientists or policymakers lends significant weight to the journalistic output.

Maintaining Journalistic Integrity Through Citation

Accurate citation is a cornerstone of journalistic integrity. In environmental journalism, where topics can

be highly politicized and subject to intense scrutiny, it is crucial to avoid any perception of

misrepresentation or unsupported claims. Chicago style’s detailed citation requirements offer a clear

roadmap for journalists to attribute information appropriately, thereby safeguarding their credibility and

the trust placed in them by their audience.

In-Text Citations: Author-Date and Notes-Bibliography

Systems

Chicago style offers two distinct methods for in-text citation, each with its own advantages for

environmental journalism. The choice often depends on the publication’s editorial guidelines and the

desired reader experience. Understanding the mechanics of both systems is crucial for consistent



application.

The Author-Date System

In the author-date system, a brief citation is placed directly within the text, usually in parentheses,

immediately following the information it supports. This citation typically includes the author’s last name,

the year of publication, and sometimes a page number if a specific passage is being referenced. For

example, a citation might appear as (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2021, 75). This

system is favored in publications where uninterrupted text flow is prioritized, allowing readers to quickly

identify the source without significant disruption.

The advantage for environmental journalists using this system is that it keeps the narrative focused

while still providing immediate source attribution. When reporting on a consensus document like an

IPCC report, using the organization’s name as the author is common practice. For more in-depth

exploration, readers can then refer to the full entry in the bibliography.

The Notes-Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system, often preferred in scholarly and journalistic contexts where extensive

research and direct quotation are common, uses numbered footnotes or endnotes. Each number in the

text corresponds to a note at the bottom of the page (footnote) or the end of the article (endnote).

These notes provide full bibliographic details for the first citation of a source and a shortened version

for subsequent citations. For example, a footnote might read: 1. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change, Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the

Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2021), 75.

This system allows for more detailed explanations or tangential information to be included in the notes



without interrupting the main text. For environmental journalists covering complex scientific debates or

providing historical context, the notes-bibliography system can be highly effective in offering

comprehensive sourcing and supplementary information.

Crafting Accurate Footnotes and Endnotes

When employing the notes-bibliography system, precision in crafting footnotes and endnotes is

paramount. Each note serves as a direct link to the source material, and its accuracy directly impacts

the credibility of the reporting. Environmental journalists must ensure that all necessary components

are included for each type of source.

Essential Elements of a Note

Regardless of the source type, a well-constructed note typically includes:

Author(s)' full name(s)

Title of the work (italicized for books and reports, in quotation marks for articles within larger

works)

Publication details (publisher, place of publication, year)

Specific location information (page number, chapter, section, timestamp for audio/video)

For a first-time citation of a journal article, a note might look like: 2. Anya Sharma, “The Impact of

Microplastics on Marine Ecosystems,” Environmental Science Journal 45, no. 3 (2022): 112.



Shortened Forms for Subsequent Notes

To avoid redundancy, subsequent citations of the same source use a shortened format. This typically

includes the author's last name, a shortened version of the title (if necessary to distinguish it from

other works by the same author), and the relevant page number. For instance: 3. Sharma,

“Microplastics,” 115. For sources with multiple authors, conventions like “et al.” can be used after the

first mention, following CMOS guidelines.

The Bibliography: A Comprehensive Record of Sources

The bibliography, or works cited list, is a critical component of the notes-bibliography system, providing

a complete alphabetical list of all sources used in the article. It serves as a comprehensive reference

for readers who wish to delve deeper into the research underpinning the environmental reporting. For

the author-date system, this section is often labeled “References” and functions similarly.

Formatting Principles for the Bibliography

Entries in the bibliography are arranged alphabetically by the author’s last name. Each entry should

contain all the necessary bibliographic information to uniquely identify the source. The formatting for

each entry—including punctuation, capitalization, and the order of elements—must be consistent and

adhere strictly to Chicago style guidelines.

Key details for each entry include: author, title, publication information, and any relevant identifiers like

DOIs for online articles. For environmental journalists, ensuring the bibliography accurately reflects all

cited materials is a testament to their research diligence and commitment to providing readers with

reliable pathways to further information.



Distinguishing Between Different Source Types in the Bibliography

The bibliography section will group and format different types of sources according to specific rules.

This includes scientific journal articles, books, reports, websites, and interviews. For example, a book

entry would look different from a journal article entry, with variations in how titles are presented

(italicized vs. in quotation marks) and the inclusion of specific publication details like volume and issue

numbers for periodicals.

It’s crucial for environmental journalists to be familiar with the specific formatting requirements for each

source type to maintain a professional and accurate bibliography. This attention to detail reinforces the

thoroughness of the reporting and the journalist's command of their subject matter.

Citing Specific Environmental Sources

Environmental journalism draws from a diverse range of sources, from highly technical scientific

papers to policy documents and on-the-ground observations. Applying Chicago style correctly to these

varied materials is essential for accurate attribution.

Scientific Journal Articles

Scientific journal articles are foundational for environmental reporting. When citing them, ensure you

include the author(s), article title, journal title (italicized), volume and issue numbers, year of

publication, and page numbers. If available, the DOI (Digital Object Identifier) is highly recommended

and should be included for online articles. For example: 4. Smith, John, and Jane Doe. “Biodiversity

Loss in Tropical Rainforests.” Journal of Ecology 110, no. 2 (2023): 245-260.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-023-01678-3.



Government and NGO Reports

Reports from government agencies (e.g., EPA, NOAA) and non-governmental organizations (e.g.,

WWF, Greenpeace) are critical sources of data and policy analysis. For these, the author is typically

the organization itself, followed by the report title (italicized), publication year, and where it was

published or accessed. For example: 5. United Nations Environment Programme. Global Environment

Outlook 6: Healthy Planet, Healthy People. Nairobi: UNEP, 2019.

If an individual authored the report within an organization, that individual’s name would be cited first,

followed by the organizational affiliation. Accuracy in identifying the issuing body and the full title of the

report is paramount.

Books and Edited Volumes

Books and chapters within edited volumes provide in-depth analysis and foundational knowledge. For

a whole book, cite the author(s), title (italicized), place of publication, publisher, and year. For a

chapter in an edited volume, cite the chapter author(s), chapter title (in quotation marks), followed by

“in,” the editor(s) (preceded by “ed.” or “eds.”), the title of the book (italicized), and the page range of

the chapter, along with publication details. For example: 6. Worster, Donald. Dust Bowl: The Southern

Plains in the 1930s. New York: Oxford University Press, 1979.

Interviews and Personal Communications

Direct interviews are invaluable for environmental journalism, providing firsthand accounts and expert

opinions. These are typically cited in notes rather than the bibliography, as they are not publicly

accessible in the same way as published works. Include the interviewee’s name, the date of the

interview, and the medium (e.g., “personal interview,” “phone interview,” “email communication”). For



example, a note might read: 7. Interview with Dr. Evelyn Reed, leading climate scientist, by the author,

November 15, 2023, San Francisco.

It is important to ensure that personal communications are only cited if they are essential and have

been properly identified to the interviewee as potentially being referenced.

Online and Multimedia Sources

Environmental reporting increasingly relies on online articles, websites, videos, podcasts, and social

media. For online articles, treat them similarly to print articles, but include the website name and URL,

and the date of access if the content is likely to change. For example: 8. Environmental Defense Fund.

“Protecting Wetlands for Climate Resilience.” EDF, October 26, 2023.

https://www.edf.org/climate/protecting-wetlands.

For multimedia sources like documentaries or podcasts, include the creator, title (italicized), year, and

where it was accessed. For specific quotes or segments, provide timestamps. For instance: 9. “Ocean

Currents and Climate Patterns,” narrated by Dr. Michael Chen, Planet Earth Today podcast, episode

12, May 10, 2023, accessed November 16, 2023, https://www.planetearthtoday.com/podcast/ep12.

Navigating Challenges in Environmental Citation

The dynamic and often controversial nature of environmental issues can present unique citation

challenges for journalists. Sources may be complex, evolving, or even disputed, requiring careful

handling to maintain accuracy and fairness.



Handling Complex Data and Studies

Environmental journalism frequently involves interpreting and reporting on complex scientific data sets

and statistical analyses. When citing such information, it’s crucial to be precise about the source of the

data, the methodology used, and any limitations or uncertainties acknowledged by the researchers.

This might involve citing not just the published paper but also accompanying datasets or specific

figures within the study. Using footnotes can be particularly helpful here to provide additional context or

explanations of methodological nuances without disrupting the main narrative.

Citing Controversial or Politicized Information

In areas like climate change or resource management, information can be highly politicized.

Environmental journalists must exercise extreme care in citing sources, clearly distinguishing between

peer-reviewed scientific consensus, government reports, industry-funded studies, and advocacy group

claims. Attributing each piece of information to its specific origin is paramount to avoid misleading the

audience or appearing to endorse a particular viewpoint without proper foundation. This meticulous

attribution builds credibility and helps readers navigate the often-complex landscape of environmental

information.

Ensuring Consistency and Accuracy

Consistency in applying Chicago style throughout an article or a series of articles is as important as

accuracy. Inconsistent citation can confuse readers and undermine the perceived professionalism of

the work.



Establishing Internal Style Guides

For news organizations and publications, developing an internal style guide that specifies how to

handle common environmental sources and which Chicago system to use is highly recommended.

This guide should complement the official Chicago Manual of Style and address any publication-

specific preferences or needs. Ensuring that all journalists and editors adhere to this internal guide

promotes uniformity and reduces errors.

The Role of Fact-Checking in Citation

A robust fact-checking process is indispensable for verifying the accuracy of both the content and the

citations. Fact-checkers play a critical role in ensuring that every in-text citation correctly corresponds

to an entry in the bibliography or notes, that all bibliographic details are accurate, and that the cited

source actually contains the information attributed to it. This layered approach to verification is vital for

maintaining the highest standards of journalistic practice in environmental reporting.

The Role of Citation in Environmental Journalism Credibility

Ultimately, the rigorous application of Chicago style in environmental journalism is not merely a

technical requirement; it is a fundamental pillar of credibility. By clearly and accurately attributing every

piece of information, journalists empower their audience with the knowledge of where their information

comes from. This transparency fosters trust, allows for critical evaluation of sources, and enhances the

perceived authority and reliability of the reporting.

In an era where misinformation can spread rapidly, especially concerning complex scientific and

environmental topics, a commitment to meticulous citation practices serves as a powerful defense

against inaccuracies and a testament to the journalist’s dedication to truth. It signals to readers that



the reporting is well-researched, considered, and grounded in evidence, which is crucial for fostering

informed public discourse on critical environmental issues.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the author-date and notes-

bibliography systems in Chicago style for environmental journalism?

A: The author-date system places brief parenthetical citations (Author Year, Page) directly in the text,

while the notes-bibliography system uses numbered footnotes or endnotes for citations and concludes

with a comprehensive bibliography. Environmental journalists may choose based on publication

preference for text flow or the need for detailed supplementary notes.

Q: How should I cite a report from a government agency like the EPA

or a major NGO like the WWF in Chicago style?

A: For government and NGO reports, the organization is typically listed as the author. You would then

include the full report title (italicized), the place of publication, the publisher (often the same as the

authoring organization), and the year of publication. If an individual authored the report within the

organization, their name is cited first, followed by their affiliation.

Q: Is it acceptable to use an abbreviation for a frequently cited

environmental organization in Chicago style?

A: Generally, Chicago style prefers the full name of an organization when it first appears in a citation,

whether in-text or in notes. Abbreviations are typically avoided unless they are widely recognized and

clearly defined for the reader, but it is best to use the full name for clarity and adherence to CMOS

guidelines.



Q: What is the correct way to cite an interview with an environmental

scientist for a Chicago style environmental journalism piece?

A: Interviews are usually cited in notes, not the bibliography. The note should include the interviewee's

full name, the date and medium of the interview (e.g., "personal interview," "email correspondence"),

and the interviewer's name. For example: Interview with Dr. Anya Sharma, climate scientist, by the

author, April 10, 2023, phone interview.

Q: When citing a scientific journal article that is only available online,

should I include a DOI?

A: Yes, absolutely. When citing online journal articles in Chicago style, including the DOI (Digital

Object Identifier) is highly recommended if it is available. It provides a stable, persistent link to the

article, ensuring readers can easily locate it.

Q: How do I cite a long, complex scientific study with multiple authors

and extensive appendices in Chicago style?

A: For complex studies, ensure all authors are listed in the initial citation, or use "et al." after the first

author for subsequent citations if there are many authors, following specific CMOS rules. If appendices

contain crucial information, consider citing them specifically, perhaps with a note explaining their

relevance, while ensuring the primary study is clearly referenced.

Q: What is the best practice for citing an IPCC report using Chicago

style?

A: For major reports like those from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), treat the

organization as the author. Cite the full title of the report (often specifying the Working Group and

Assessment Report), the year of publication, and the publisher. For example: Intergovernmental Panel



on Climate Change, Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working

Group I to the Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021).

Q: Can Chicago style be used for multimedia sources like

environmental documentaries or podcasts?

A: Yes, Chicago style accommodates multimedia sources. You would typically cite the creator, title

(italicized), year of production or release, and the platform or distributor where it was accessed. For

specific segments or quotes, include timestamps.

Q: How do environmental journalists ensure consistency when citing

multiple sources of the same type, like several scientific articles?

A: Consistency is achieved by strictly adhering to the formatting rules for each source type as outlined

in the Chicago Manual of Style. This means using the same punctuation, capitalization, and order of

elements for all journal articles, all book citations, and so on, throughout the article and its

corresponding bibliography or notes.
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