
chicago style publishing best practices for
developmental editors
chicago style publishing best practices for developmental editors are crucial for ensuring
manuscripts meet the rigorous standards of academic and professional publication. Developmental
editing, often the first substantive editorial pass, shapes the core of a manuscript, addressing
structure, argumentation, clarity, and audience. This comprehensive guide explores essential
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) principles and their application in developmental editing, from
understanding the author's intent to refining the manuscript's overall coherence and impact. We will
delve into foundational elements like manuscript analysis, argument development, structural
integrity, and audience consideration, all through the lens of Chicago style. Furthermore, we will
examine best practices for providing constructive feedback, collaborating with authors, and
navigating common challenges encountered in this critical stage of the publishing process.
Mastering these best practices ensures developmental editors deliver high-quality work that honors
the author's voice while adhering to established publishing norms.
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Understanding the Author's Vision and Scope
The initial and perhaps most vital step for a developmental editor is to fully grasp the author's
intended purpose, audience, and core message. This involves a deep dive into the manuscript's
foundational concepts and the author's aspirations for the work. Without this understanding, any
subsequent editorial interventions risk misaligning with the author's goals, potentially leading to a
diminished final product.

This requires careful initial review of any author-provided materials, such as proposals, outlines, or
statements of intent. Engaging in a preliminary discussion with the author, if possible, can clarify
ambiguities and establish a shared understanding of the project's trajectory. Developmental editors
must act as partners, helping the author refine their vision, not impose their own.

Initial Manuscript Assessment
Upon receiving the manuscript, the developmental editor must conduct a thorough initial
assessment. This isn't about line-editing or copy-editing; it's about evaluating the manuscript's
overall health and potential. Key areas of focus include the strength of the central thesis, the logical



progression of ideas, the target audience's likely comprehension, and the manuscript's adherence to
the author's stated goals.

This early evaluation informs the editor's approach and helps identify the major areas requiring
developmental attention. It's an opportunity to identify potential strengths to leverage and
weaknesses to address proactively, setting the stage for a more efficient and effective editing
process.

Defining Project Goals and Objectives
For a developmental editor working within the framework of Chicago style publishing, clearly
defining project goals and objectives from the outset is paramount. This involves understanding not
only what the author wants to achieve with their work but also how it fits within the broader context
of its intended publication venue. This includes considerations of genre, academic discipline, and the
specific publisher's editorial guidelines.

Collaboratively with the author, establishing a clear roadmap for the manuscript's development
ensures that all editorial efforts are directed towards achieving these agreed-upon objectives. This
proactive approach prevents scope creep and maintains focus throughout the editing process.

Manuscript Analysis and Early Assessment
A developmental editor's primary role is to assess the manuscript's fundamental strengths and
weaknesses. This involves a holistic review, looking beyond grammatical errors and typos to examine
the narrative arc, the coherence of ideas, the effectiveness of the evidence presented, and the
overall accessibility of the content to the intended readership.

This analytical phase is crucial for identifying areas that need significant revision. It’s about
ensuring the manuscript is not just well-written but also well-conceived and strategically positioned
for success within its publication context. The editor must be able to articulate these findings clearly
and constructively to the author.

Evaluating the Central Thesis and Argument
The heart of most scholarly and professional works is a strong, well-supported thesis or central
argument. A developmental editor must rigorously evaluate its clarity, originality, and
persuasiveness. Is the argument consistently maintained throughout the manuscript? Is it
adequately supported by evidence, examples, or logical reasoning? Are there any logical fallacies or
gaps in reasoning that need to be addressed?

This evaluation often involves questioning assumptions and prompting the author to deepen their
exploration or refine their claims. The goal is to ensure the core message is robust, compelling, and
demonstrably true or supportable.

Assessing Content Depth and Breadth
Beyond the central argument, a developmental editor examines the manuscript's content for both
depth and breadth. Is the subject matter explored with sufficient detail and nuance to satisfy the



expectations of the target audience and the publication's standards? Conversely, is there any
unnecessary information or tangential content that dilutes the main focus?

Ensuring appropriate coverage requires the editor to understand the established scholarly or
professional conversations surrounding the topic. This allows for recommendations on expanding
underdeveloped areas or trimming extraneous material, thereby optimizing the manuscript's impact.

Structuring for Clarity and Flow
A well-structured manuscript is fundamental to effective communication. Developmental editors play
a critical role in ensuring that the author's ideas are presented in a logical, coherent, and accessible
manner. This involves evaluating the overall organization of the work, from the macro level of
chapter sequencing to the micro level of paragraph transitions.

The principles of Chicago style, while detailed, emphasize clarity and logical progression. Thus, a
developmental editor should guide authors in creating a structure that facilitates reader
comprehension and reinforces the central argument. This can involve suggesting alternative
organizational schemes or recommending ways to improve the flow between sections.

Logical Organization and Chapter Sequencing
The order in which information is presented significantly impacts a reader's ability to follow and
understand complex material. Developmental editors assess the existing chapter order, determining
if it builds the argument effectively or if a different sequence would be more persuasive. This might
involve suggesting moving sections, combining chapters, or splitting them to create a more logical
progression of ideas.

The goal is to create a narrative or argumentative arc that guides the reader smoothly from the
introduction to the conclusion, ensuring that each part contributes meaningfully to the whole. This
often requires a deep understanding of the subject matter and the intended audience's learning
process.

Ensuring Cohesion and Transitions
Cohesion refers to the way sentences and paragraphs link together to form a unified whole. Smooth
transitions between ideas, paragraphs, and sections are vital for maintaining reader engagement
and preventing confusion. Developmental editors look for abrupt shifts in topic, missing connective
phrases, or instances where the relationship between ideas is unclear.

This involves prompting authors to use transitional words and phrases, reorder sentences within
paragraphs, or even rewrite entire sections to establish clearer connections. The aim is to create a
seamless reading experience where one thought naturally leads to the next.

Developing and Strengthening Arguments
A cornerstone of developmental editing, especially for academic and professional publications, is the
meticulous strengthening of arguments. This means ensuring that the author's claims are not only
clearly stated but also robustly supported by compelling evidence and logical reasoning. The



developmental editor acts as a critical reader, probing the assumptions and scrutinizing the
evidence presented.

Adherence to Chicago style principles often implies a commitment to scholarly rigor and evidentiary
support. Therefore, the editor must guide the author in demonstrating the validity and significance
of their claims through appropriate means, whether it be through data analysis, case studies, textual
evidence, or theoretical frameworks.

Evidence and Support for Claims
Every assertion made within a manuscript, particularly in academic and professional contexts,
requires adequate substantiation. Developmental editors must assess whether the evidence provided
is sufficient, relevant, and convincing. This might involve identifying claims that are unsubstantiated,
poorly supported, or relying on anecdotal evidence when stronger data is needed.

The editor will guide the author on how to find and integrate stronger evidence, how to interpret it
correctly, and how to present it in a way that directly supports their claims. This process is
fundamental to building a credible and persuasive manuscript.

Addressing Counterarguments and Nuances
A sophisticated argument acknowledges and addresses potential counterarguments or alternative
perspectives. Developmental editors encourage authors to engage with opposing viewpoints,
demonstrating a comprehensive understanding of the subject matter and strengthening their own
position by refuting or incorporating these challenges. Ignoring or dismissing counterarguments can
weaken the author's credibility.

Furthermore, encouraging the exploration of nuances and complexities within the subject matter
adds depth and sophistication to the argument. This involves prompting the author to consider
exceptions, limitations, and the various interpretations that might exist, thereby creating a more
robust and authoritative text.

Audience Consideration and Voice
Understanding and addressing the intended audience is a fundamental aspect of developmental
editing, ensuring the manuscript effectively communicates its message to its intended readers. The
voice and tone of the manuscript must be appropriate for this audience, striking a balance between
professional authority and accessibility. Chicago style emphasizes clarity and precision, which are
directly tied to effective audience engagement.

A developmental editor must evaluate whether the language, terminology, and level of detail are
suitable for the target readership. This involves asking critical questions about what the audience
already knows, what they need to know, and what their expectations are. The editor's role is to help
the author connect with their readers effectively.

Tailoring Language and Tone
The choice of words, sentence structure, and overall tone significantly influence how a manuscript is



received. For instance, an academic monograph aimed at specialists will employ different language
and a more formal tone than a trade book for a general audience. A developmental editor assesses
whether the author's language and tone are consistently aligned with the intended audience's
expectations and the publication's requirements.

This may involve suggesting simpler vocabulary, more direct sentence construction, or adjustments
to the level of formality to ensure the message is clear and engaging without being condescending or
overly technical.

Establishing a Consistent Authorial Voice
While maintaining Chicago style standards, the developmental editor also works to preserve and
refine the author's unique voice. The voice is the distinctive personality and perspective that the
author brings to the writing. An inconsistent or inauthentic voice can detract from the manuscript's
impact.

The editor's task is to help the author develop a voice that is both authentic to their perspective and
appropriate for the subject matter and audience. This might involve identifying instances where the
voice falters, suggesting ways to strengthen it, and ensuring it remains consistent throughout the
manuscript.

The Role of Chicago Style in Developmental Editing
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a comprehensive set of guidelines that underpin
many best practices in publishing. For developmental editors, understanding and applying CMOS
principles is not about enforcing arbitrary rules, but about ensuring clarity, consistency, and
professionalism. These guidelines offer a framework for structuring arguments, presenting evidence,
and maintaining a high standard of scholarly or professional communication.

While developmental editing focuses on the big picture, an awareness of CMOS informs how these
larger issues are best addressed. For example, CMOS's emphasis on clear prose and logical
organization directly impacts the developmental editor's work in structuring the manuscript and
refining arguments.

Applying CMOS Principles to Manuscript Structure
CMOS offers detailed guidance on matters of manuscript preparation, including front and back
matter, tables of contents, and indexes. While these are often finalized in later stages, a
developmental editor's awareness of these requirements can influence early structural decisions.
For instance, understanding how an index is typically constructed might inform the creation of a
more comprehensive and navigable table of contents.

Furthermore, CMOS's emphasis on logical flow and clear headings can guide the developmental
editor in suggesting an organizational structure that will ultimately make the manuscript easier to
navigate and more user-friendly for both readers and subsequent editorial and production teams.



Ensuring Clarity and Precision in Argumentation
CMOS prioritizes clarity and precision in language, which are critical for effective argumentation.
Developmental editors working with this style manual should encourage authors to articulate their
ideas with exactitude, avoiding ambiguity and vagueness. This means scrutinizing definitions,
ensuring that key terms are used consistently, and that the relationships between concepts are
explicitly stated.

The manual's guidance on the use of evidence, citations, and logical reasoning indirectly influences
developmental editing. By encouraging authors to align their arguments with the standards of
scholarly rigor often associated with Chicago style, editors help ensure the manuscript is both
persuasive and defensible.

Providing Constructive and Actionable Feedback
Effective developmental editing hinges on the ability to provide feedback that is both constructive
and actionable. This means offering clear, specific, and supportive suggestions that the author can
readily understand and implement. The goal is not to critique but to guide and empower the author
to improve their manuscript.

Feedback should be delivered with empathy and respect for the author's work and vision. It should
clearly articulate the rationale behind each suggestion, helping the author understand the impact of
their writing choices and how to enhance them. This collaborative approach fosters a productive
author-editor relationship.

Clear and Specific Recommendations
Vague feedback, such as "this chapter needs work," is rarely helpful. Developmental editors must
provide concrete suggestions. For example, instead of saying "the argument is weak," a
developmental editor might say, "Consider providing more specific examples to support your claim
in paragraph three on page 52, or perhaps explore the historical context of this event to strengthen
your assertion."

This level of specificity allows the author to pinpoint the exact areas needing attention and
understand precisely what kind of revision is being requested. It transforms abstract criticism into a
clear roadmap for improvement.

Balancing Critique with Encouragement
The developmental editing process can be intensive, requiring authors to make significant revisions.
Therefore, it's essential for editors to balance critical feedback with genuine encouragement.
Highlighting the manuscript's strengths and acknowledging the author's achievements can motivate
them to tackle the more challenging areas.

Positive reinforcement is as important as constructive criticism. A developmental editor might begin
a report by commending the author on a particularly insightful section or a well-developed
character, thereby setting a positive tone for the subsequent suggestions for improvement.



Collaboration and Communication Strategies
Developmental editing is inherently a collaborative process. Effective communication between the
editor and the author is paramount to achieving the best possible outcome. This involves
establishing clear expectations, maintaining open lines of communication, and fostering a trusting
relationship where feedback can be exchanged productively.

Understanding the author's preferences for communication and feedback delivery is crucial. Some
authors prefer detailed written reports, while others benefit from more direct conversations. A
skilled developmental editor adapts their approach to suit the author's needs and the specific
demands of the project.

Establishing Clear Expectations
Before beginning the editorial process, it's essential to establish clear expectations regarding the
scope of the developmental edit, the timeline, the types of feedback to be provided, and the author's
role in the revision process. This might be formalized through a contract or discussed in an initial
meeting.

Clarifying these parameters upfront helps prevent misunderstandings and ensures both parties are
aligned on the project's objectives and how they will be achieved. This proactive approach sets the
stage for a smooth and productive collaboration.

Maintaining Open Lines of Communication
Throughout the editing process, consistent and open communication is vital. This allows for timely
clarification of questions, discussion of complex issues, and the resolution of any emerging
challenges. It also provides an opportunity for the editor to gauge the author's understanding of the
feedback and their progress with revisions.

Encouraging the author to ask questions and voice concerns fosters a sense of partnership. This
dialogue ensures that the editorial process is not a one-way street but a dynamic exchange aimed at
mutual understanding and the ultimate improvement of the manuscript.

Common Challenges in Developmental Editing
Developmental editors often encounter a range of challenges that require tact, expertise, and a deep
understanding of the publishing process. These can range from authorial resistance to feedback to
structural issues that are deeply embedded within the manuscript. Navigating these hurdles
effectively is key to delivering a successful editorial service.

Understanding these common pitfalls allows editors to anticipate them and develop strategies to
overcome them. It’s about more than just identifying problems; it’s about finding solutions that
respect the author's vision while upholding editorial standards.

Addressing Authorial Resistance to Feedback
It is not uncommon for authors to be emotionally invested in their work, which can sometimes lead



to resistance when presented with critical feedback. A developmental editor must approach such
situations with empathy and professionalism, explaining the rationale behind their suggestions and
offering alternative solutions.

Instead of simply stating a problem, the editor can frame it as an opportunity for improvement or a
way to strengthen the author's existing message. This might involve focusing on the reader's
perspective and how the suggested changes will enhance clarity and impact, rather than framing it
as a personal critique of the author's writing.

Managing Scope Creep and Project Focus
Scope creep, where the project expands beyond its original agreed-upon parameters, can be a
significant challenge. This can manifest as the author wanting to add new chapters, delve into
tangential topics, or shift the manuscript's core focus without a corresponding adjustment in
timeline or budget. Developmental editors must manage these requests strategically.

A firm understanding of the initial project goals, as established at the outset, is crucial here. Editors
need to be able to gently but firmly guide the author back to the core objectives, explaining how
proposed changes might impact the overall coherence and effectiveness of the manuscript. If
significant deviations are unavoidable, they should be discussed and agreed upon with all parties
involved.

Finalizing the Developmental Edit
The conclusion of a developmental edit is not an abrupt end but a transition point. It involves a
comprehensive review of the revisions made by the author and a final assessment of the
manuscript's readiness for the subsequent stages of the publishing process. This ensures that the
editor's feedback has been effectively integrated and that the manuscript is structurally sound and
conceptually coherent.

The final steps of a developmental edit also involve providing the author with a clear understanding
of what has been achieved and what steps might follow. This professional closure ensures the author
feels supported and well-prepared for the next phase, whether it's copyediting, proofreading, or
preparing for publication.

Reviewing Author Revisions
Once the author has had an opportunity to implement the developmental editor's feedback, the
editor undertakes a thorough review of the revised manuscript. This step is critical to ensure that
the suggested changes have been effectively integrated and that they have indeed improved the
manuscript. The editor looks for consistency in the revisions and checks that no new issues have
been introduced.

This review may involve further minor feedback or confirmation that the major structural and
conceptual issues have been resolved. The goal is to ensure that the author's hard work in revision
has translated into a stronger, more cohesive manuscript.



Preparing for Subsequent Editorial Stages
A well-executed developmental edit lays a strong foundation for copyediting and proofreading. The
editor's final report or confirmation often includes an assessment of the manuscript's readiness for
these later stages. This might involve highlighting any remaining stylistic preferences, areas that
might require particular attention from copyeditors, or confirming that the manuscript meets the
publisher's basic structural and argumentative requirements.

The developmental editor's role is to hand over a manuscript that is conceptually sound, well-
structured, and ready for the finer details of polishing. This ensures efficiency in the subsequent
editorial workflow and contributes to a high-quality final product that adheres to Chicago style
publishing best practices.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary role of a developmental editor in
Chicago style publishing?
A: The primary role of a developmental editor in Chicago style publishing is to assess and improve
the fundamental structure, content, and argument of a manuscript before it moves into more
detailed stages of editing. They focus on the "big picture" aspects, ensuring clarity, coherence, and
strength of argument, all while considering the intended audience and the standards of Chicago
style.

Q: How does Chicago style influence a developmental editor's
approach?
A: Chicago style influences a developmental editor's approach by emphasizing clarity, precision,
logical organization, and strong evidentiary support. While developmental editors focus on the
macro-level, their awareness of Chicago's principles informs recommendations on structure,
argumentation, and language to ensure the manuscript aligns with rigorous publishing standards.

Q: What are the key elements a developmental editor looks for
when analyzing a manuscript?
A: Key elements include the strength and clarity of the central thesis, the logical flow of arguments
and ideas, the adequacy and relevance of evidence, the overall structure and organization, the
appropriateness of tone and voice for the intended audience, and the manuscript's adherence to the
author's stated goals.

Q: How can a developmental editor help strengthen an
author's argument?
A: A developmental editor strengthens arguments by questioning assumptions, identifying gaps in
reasoning, assessing the sufficiency of evidence, recommending additional research or data, and



prompting the author to address potential counterarguments or alternative perspectives, all while
ensuring the argument is clearly articulated.

Q: What makes feedback "actionable" for an author?
A: Actionable feedback is specific, clear, and provides concrete suggestions for improvement.
Instead of general criticisms, it offers direct recommendations on what to revise, why, and how,
often with examples. This allows the author to understand the problem and implement effective
solutions.

Q: How important is collaboration and communication in
developmental editing?
A: Collaboration and communication are paramount. Developmental editing is a partnership. Open
dialogue helps ensure the editor understands the author's vision, the author understands the
feedback, and both parties are aligned on project goals, leading to a more successful outcome and a
stronger manuscript.

Q: What is the difference between developmental editing and
copyediting in Chicago style?
A: Developmental editing focuses on the macro-level aspects: structure, content, argument, and
overall concept. Copyediting focuses on the micro-level: grammar, punctuation, spelling, consistency
in style (including adherence to Chicago style for citations, capitalization, etc.), and sentence-level
clarity, after the manuscript's core structure and arguments have been solidified.

Q: How does a developmental editor handle an author who is
resistant to feedback?
A: A developmental editor handles resistance with empathy, professionalism, and clear rationale.
They explain the reasoning behind their suggestions, often framing them from the reader's
perspective or in terms of enhancing the author's own goals. They may offer alternative solutions
and emphasize the collaborative nature of the process.
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