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The Chicago Manual of Style: A Comprehensive Research Writing Guide

chicago style research writing guide is an essential resource for students and scholars navigating the
complexities of academic writing. This comprehensive guide delves deep into the intricacies of Chicago
style, empowering you to produce clear, polished, and properly formatted research papers, theses,
dissertations, and other scholarly works. We will explore its core components, from citation methods and
manuscript preparation to grammar, punctuation, and the ethical considerations of academic integrity.
Mastering Chicago style ensures your work adheres to established academic standards, enhancing its
credibility and readability. This article will serve as your roadmap, covering everything from foundational
principles to nuanced applications within this widely respected citation system.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is one of the most widely used style guides in academic publishing,
particularly in the humanities and some social sciences. It provides comprehensive guidelines for
manuscript preparation, citation, grammar, punctuation, and other aspects of clear and effective writing. Its
flexibility and detailed nature make it a valuable tool for authors seeking to present their research in a
professional and standardized format.

Developed and maintained by the University of Chicago Press, CMOS is regularly updated to reflect
evolving writing and publishing practices. It offers a robust framework for ensuring consistency and
accuracy in scholarly communication. Unlike some other styles that might be more prescriptive, Chicago
often presents multiple acceptable options, allowing writers to choose the approach that best suits their
specific project and discipline.

Two Citation Systems: Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date
A fundamental aspect of the Chicago Manual of Style is its provision of two distinct citation systems: the



Notes-Bibliography (NB) system and the Author-Date (AD) system. The choice between these two often
depends on the specific academic discipline or the requirements of a particular publisher or institution.
Understanding the nuances of each is crucial for proper application.

The Notes-Bibliography (NB) System
The Notes-Bibliography system is favored in many humanities disciplines, such as literature, history, and
art history. In this system, citations are provided at the point of reference within the text using footnotes or
endnotes. These notes contain all the necessary bibliographic information for the source, allowing readers to
easily locate the original material. A bibliography, listing all sources cited in the notes, appears at the end of
the paper.

Footnotes are typically placed at the bottom of the page, while endnotes are collected at the end of the
document. Both serve the same purpose of providing detailed citation information without interrupting the
flow of the main text. The initial note for a source is usually more detailed, while subsequent notes
referring to the same source can be abbreviated.

The Author-Date (AD) System
The Author-Date system is more commonly used in the social sciences and natural sciences. This system
employs in-text citations that consist of the author's last name and the year of publication, enclosed in
parentheses. For example, a citation might appear as (Smith 2020). Page numbers are also included for
direct quotations or specific references.

Similar to the NB system, the Author-Date system requires a reference list at the end of the document.
This list includes all sources cited in the text, alphabetized by author's last name. The reference list provides
the full bibliographic details necessary for readers to find the cited works.

When to Use Which System
Your instructor, department, or the publisher will typically specify which system to use. For history and
literature papers, the Notes-Bibliography system is generally preferred due to its ability to include
extensive commentary and source analysis within the notes themselves. For sciences and some social
sciences, the Author-Date system is favored for its conciseness and directness, allowing for quick
identification of the source and its publication date, which is often critical in these fields.

Crafting a Compelling Research Paper in Chicago Style
Writing a research paper in Chicago style involves more than just adhering to citation rules; it requires a
structured approach to research, writing, and organization. A well-crafted research paper demonstrates a



thorough understanding of the subject matter and presents arguments logically and persuasively.

Developing a Strong Thesis Statement
A strong thesis statement is the cornerstone of any research paper. It is a concise declaration of your main
argument or the central point you intend to prove. In Chicago style, as with any academic writing, the
thesis statement should be clear, debatable, and specific. It guides both the writer and the reader through
the entire research process.

Conducting Thorough Research
Effective research is paramount. This involves identifying credible sources, evaluating their relevance and
reliability, and synthesizing information to support your thesis. Chicago style places a high value on the
scholarly integrity of the sources used, encouraging the use of peer-reviewed journals, academic books, and
other authoritative materials.

Structuring Your Paper
A typical Chicago-style research paper follows a standard academic structure. This usually includes an
introduction that presents the thesis, body paragraphs that develop arguments with supporting evidence,
and a conclusion that summarizes findings and offers final thoughts. Each section must flow logically from
one to the next, creating a cohesive and coherent narrative.

Integrating Evidence and Analysis
When using evidence from your sources, it's crucial to integrate it smoothly into your own writing. This
means introducing quotations or paraphrases, explaining their significance, and analyzing how they support
your arguments. Avoid simply dropping quotes into your text; always provide context and interpretation.
This analytical depth is a hallmark of strong research writing, especially when employing the detailed
citation capabilities of Chicago style.

Manuscript Preparation Guidelines
Beyond the content, the physical presentation of your research paper is vital. The Chicago Manual of Style
offers detailed guidelines for manuscript preparation to ensure consistency and professionalism in your
submission.



Formatting Basics
Key formatting elements include typeface, margins, spacing, and page numbering. Generally, Chicago style
recommends a standard 12-point font, such as Times New Roman or Courier, with 1-inch margins on all
sides of the page. The paper should be double-spaced, including quotations and footnotes/endnotes. Page
numbers are typically placed in the header, aligned with the right margin.

Title Page and Running Heads
While not always required for student papers, a title page can be an important element for theses,
dissertations, and published works. It should include the title of the paper, the author's name, and any other
required information as specified by your institution or publisher. Running heads (also known as headers)
are usually included to help identify the pages, especially in longer works.

Tables and Figures
The placement and formatting of tables and figures are also covered by Chicago style. Each table and figure
should be clearly labeled with a title and number. Captions should be concise and informative. Tables are
generally presented with horizontal lines but minimal vertical lines, while figures may have varied
formatting depending on their nature.

Grammar, Punctuation, and Mechanics in Chicago Style
The Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidance on grammar, punctuation, and other
aspects of mechanics to ensure clarity, precision, and consistency in writing. Mastering these rules is
essential for producing polished academic work.

Punctuation Rules
Chicago style offers detailed advice on the use of commas, semicolons, colons, periods, and other punctuation
marks. For instance, it clarifies the use of the serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma),
recommending its use in lists of three or more items for clarity. The manual also provides specific guidance
on the proper use of apostrophes, hyphens, and dashes to avoid ambiguity and enhance readability.

Capitalization and Spelling
Consistent application of capitalization rules is crucial. Chicago style generally favors a more conservative
approach to capitalization, often advising against unnecessary capitalization unless it is for proper nouns or



specific stylistic choices. For spelling, Chicago style primarily adheres to American English spelling
conventions, though it acknowledges variations and provides guidance for handling foreign terms and
specialized vocabulary.

Numbers and Abbreviations
The manual offers clear guidelines on when to spell out numbers and when to use numerals. For example,
numbers below ten are typically spelled out, while larger numbers are presented as numerals, with
exceptions for specific contexts. Similarly, Chicago style provides a consistent approach to abbreviations,
advising on their use and when to spell out terms in full.

Legal Citation in Chicago Style
For research that involves legal sources, the Chicago Manual of Style offers specific guidance, often
directing authors to consult specialized legal citation guides, such as The Bluebook: A Uniform System of
Citation. However, Chicago does provide a framework for integrating legal citations when they are
necessary within a broader research context.

When legal citations are required alongside standard Chicago style, the challenge lies in seamlessly
integrating the two. The general principle is to follow the primary style guide's instructions for the bulk of
the paper and then incorporate the specialized legal citation format for legal authorities. This might involve
using specific abbreviations and citation structures unique to legal scholarship.

It is imperative to understand that legal citation is a highly specialized field with its own set of rigorous
conventions. If your research heavily involves legal materials, consulting the relevant legal citation guide
in addition to CMOS is indispensable to ensure accuracy and adherence to disciplinary standards.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the Notes-Bibliography and
Author-Date systems in Chicago style?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The Notes-Bibliography system
uses footnotes or endnotes, while the Author-Date system uses parenthetical in-text citations with the
author's name and year of publication.

Q: Is the serial comma (Oxford comma) mandatory in Chicago style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style recommends the use of the serial comma for clarity, but it is not strictly
mandatory. The key is consistency within your document.



Q: When should I use footnotes versus endnotes in the Notes-
Bibliography system?
A: Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the reference occurs, while endnotes are compiled at
the end of the document. The choice often depends on personal preference or specific publisher guidelines,
but footnotes are generally preferred for accessibility.

Q: How do I cite a website in Chicago style?
A: Citing websites in Chicago style involves providing specific elements such as the author (if available),
title of the page or article, name of the website, publication date or last updated date, and the URL. For the
Notes-Bibliography system, this information is included in footnotes/endnotes and the bibliography. For
Author-Date, it's in the in-text citation and reference list.

Q: What is the recommended font and font size for Chicago style papers?
A: Chicago style generally recommends a 12-point font size. Common and acceptable fonts include Times
New Roman, Courier, and other standard, readable typefaces.

Q: How should I handle multiple authors in Chicago style citations?
A: For the Notes-Bibliography system, the first author's name is typically reversed (Last Name, First
Name), followed by subsequent authors listed in normal order (First Name Last Name). For Author-Date,
all authors' names are usually listed in the in-text citation up to a certain number (e.g., three) before using
"et al." The reference list/bibliography will include all authors.

Q: Does Chicago style require a specific format for bibliographies?
A: Yes, both the Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems require a concluding list of sources. The
Notes-Bibliography system calls this a "Bibliography," and the Author-Date system calls it a "Reference
List." Both lists are alphabetized by the author's last name and contain full bibliographic information for each
cited source.

Q: Can I use paraphrased information from a source without citing it in
Chicago style?
A: No, all paraphrased information, ideas, and direct quotations from a source must be cited in Chicago style,
whether using the Notes-Bibliography system or the Author-Date system, to avoid plagiarism.



Q: How are block quotations formatted in Chicago style?
A: Block quotations (typically longer than four or five lines of prose, or three lines of poetry) are set off
from the main text by indenting the entire quotation. They do not use quotation marks, and the citation
appears after the final punctuation.
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