
chicago style writing guide
The Chicago Manual of Style is a cornerstone for writers seeking clarity, consistency, and
authority in their work. This comprehensive Chicago style writing guide will demystify its
intricacies, from fundamental citation practices to nuanced editorial conventions. We will
delve into the dual systems of citation offered by Chicago – notes and bibliography, and
author-date – explaining their applications and requirements. Understanding the proper
formatting of in-text citations, bibliographical entries, and the creation of scholarly
apparatus like footnotes and endnotes is crucial for academic and professional success.
Furthermore, this guide will address common Chicago style formatting for elements such as
numbers, punctuation, capitalization, and the correct usage of various grammatical
constructs. By mastering these elements, you can significantly elevate the professionalism
and readability of your manuscripts, ensuring your ideas are communicated with precision
and impact.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), now in its 17th edition, is a widely respected and
comprehensive style guide published by the University of Chicago Press. It serves as a
detailed manual of editorial practice, covering everything from manuscript preparation and
publication to grammar, usage, and citation. Unlike some other style guides that focus



solely on a particular discipline, Chicago style offers a flexible framework applicable across
a broad range of academic fields, particularly in the humanities and social sciences. Its
reputation for thoroughness and its dual citation system make it a preferred choice for
scholars, editors, and publishers worldwide. Understanding its core principles is the first
step toward mastering its application in your writing.

The manual is an invaluable resource for writers, editors, proofreaders, and designers. It
provides definitive answers on a vast array of topics, including the nuances of grammar and
punctuation, the proper use of foreign languages, the complexities of indexing, and, most
importantly, effective citation practices. Its adaptability allows for variations to suit specific
publishing needs, making it a robust and enduring standard in the publishing industry.
Adherence to Chicago style ensures that your work is presented in a clear, consistent, and
professional manner, thereby enhancing its credibility and impact.

Chicago Style Citation Systems

One of the most distinctive features of the Chicago Manual of Style is its provision of two
distinct citation systems. This flexibility allows writers to choose the system that best suits
the conventions of their field or the requirements of their publisher. Both systems aim to
provide readers with the necessary information to locate the original sources consulted by
the author, ensuring academic integrity and facilitating further research. Understanding the
differences between these two systems and when to employ each is fundamental to
effective Chicago style citation.

Notes and Bibliography System

The notes and bibliography system is commonly used in fields such as history, literature,
and the arts. In this system, specific sources are cited within the text using superscript
numbers that correspond to explanatory notes, which can be placed either as footnotes at
the bottom of the page or as endnotes at the end of the document. A comprehensive
bibliography, listing all sources consulted and cited, appears at the end of the work. This
system allows for extensive commentary and tangential information to be included in the
notes without disrupting the flow of the main text. It is particularly useful for works that
require detailed scholarly apparatus.

The superscript numbers in the text directly link to either footnotes or endnotes. Footnotes
appear at the foot of the page where the citation is made, offering immediate access for
the reader. Endnotes, conversely, are collected at the end of the chapter or the entire work,
providing a cleaner page layout. Each note typically includes the full bibliographic
information for the source upon its first mention, with subsequent citations of the same
source using a shortened form. The bibliography then serves as a complete alphabetical list
of all cited works, offering a clear overview of the research undertaken.



Author-Date System

The author-date system is often preferred in the social sciences and natural sciences. In
this system, in-text citations consist of the author's last name and the year of publication,
enclosed in parentheses. A corresponding reference list, similar to a bibliography but
usually including only works cited in the text, appears at the end of the document. This
system provides a concise way to cite sources within the text and is generally easier for
readers to follow when a large number of sources are involved. It prioritizes the author and
the date of publication, reflecting the emphasis on recent scholarship in some scientific
disciplines.

When using the author-date system, the in-text citation typically looks like (Smith 2020) or
(Jones and Lee 2019) for multiple authors. If a direct quote is used, the page number is also
included, such as (Smith 2020, 15). The reference list at the end of the document provides
the full bibliographic details for each source cited, arranged alphabetically by author's last
name. This method is highly efficient for technical writing and research papers where the
currency of information is a primary concern, and readers may need to quickly identify the
publication timeline of cited research.

In-Text Citations in Chicago Style

Effective in-text citation is crucial for academic honesty and for guiding your readers to the
sources of your information. Chicago style provides clear guidelines for integrating source
material into your text, whether you are using the notes and bibliography system or the
author-date system. The goal is to attribute ideas, facts, and direct quotes accurately and
unambiguously, while maintaining the flow and readability of your prose. Proper in-text
citation prevents plagiarism and lends credibility to your research.

Notes and Bibliography In-Text Citations

In the notes and bibliography system, in-text citation is achieved through the use of
superscript numbers. These numbers are placed directly after the relevant material in the
text—after a quotation, a statistic, or an assertion that requires attribution. The number
should ideally be placed after the punctuation mark for quotations or at the end of the
sentence if the entire sentence is being cited. Each superscript number then corresponds to
a note, either a footnote at the bottom of the page or an endnote at the end of the chapter
or document, which provides the source details.

The first time a source is cited in a note, the full bibliographic information is provided.
Subsequent citations of the same source are shortened to include the author's last name, a
shortened title of the work, and the page number. For example, the first note might be: 1.
John Smith, The History of Ideas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018), 45. A
subsequent note for the same source would be: 2. Smith, History of Ideas, 78.



Author-Date In-Text Citations

In the author-date system, in-text citations are brief and informative, typically appearing
within parentheses. The standard format includes the author's last name and the year of
publication, separated by a space: (Miller 2021). If the author's name is mentioned in the
text, only the year is needed in parentheses: Miller (2021) argues that... When quoting
directly, a page number must also be included: (Miller 2021, 112). For multiple authors,
follow standard journalistic conventions; for two authors, list both names connected by
"and" (Jones and Davis 2019); for three or more, use the first author's name followed by "et
al." (Chen et al. 2020).

The brevity of author-date in-text citations allows for seamless integration into the
narrative, minimizing disruption for the reader. This system is particularly useful for
empirical research where the chronology of discoveries and the latest findings are
paramount. The direct link between the in-text marker and the full entry in the reference
list is designed for quick verification and cross-referencing, enhancing the efficiency of
scholarly communication.

Creating Bibliographical Entries

The bibliography or reference list is a critical component of any Chicago style paper,
serving as a comprehensive record of the sources that informed your work. Whether you
are using the notes and bibliography system or the author-date system, the accurate
construction of these entries is paramount. Each entry must provide enough detail for a
reader to locate the original source with ease. Chicago style offers specific formatting rules
for various types of sources, from books and journal articles to websites and other digital
media.

Bibliography Formatting

A bibliography in Chicago style is an alphabetical list of all the sources cited in your paper,
organized by the author's last name. If you are using the notes and bibliography system,
this list appears at the end of your document. Each entry begins with the author's last
name, followed by their first name. The title of the work is italicized. Publication details,
such as the place of publication, publisher, and year, follow the title. For book entries, the
structure typically is: Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. Place of Publication: Publisher,
Year.

For the author-date system, the list is called a reference list and follows the same
alphabetical organization by author's last name. However, the format of each entry can
differ slightly, with the publication year often appearing immediately after the author's
name. For example, a book entry in the author-date system might be: Last Name, First
Name. Year. Title of Book. Place of Publication: Publisher.



Book Citations

Citing a book in Chicago style requires meticulous attention to detail to ensure all
necessary information is present. For the notes and bibliography system, a book entry
typically includes the author's full name, the italicized title, the place of publication, the
publisher, and the year of publication. For instance: Smith, John. The Art of Writing. New
York: Penguin Books, 2019. If there are multiple authors, list the first author's name in
reverse order (last name first) and subsequent authors in normal order. For edited volumes,
the editor's name is used in place of the author's name, often with "(ed.)" or "(eds.)"
following the name.

In the author-date system, the year of publication is moved to immediately after the
author's name. For example: Smith, John. 2019. The Art of Writing. New York: Penguin
Books. This placement of the year is a key differentiator and helps readers quickly ascertain
the recency of the cited work, which is often a crucial factor in academic research,
especially in rapidly evolving fields.

Journal Article Citations

Journal articles are frequently cited in academic work, and Chicago style provides a precise
format for their inclusion. In the notes and bibliography system, a typical journal article
citation includes the author's name, the article title (in quotation marks), the journal title
(italicized), the volume and issue numbers, the year of publication, and the page numbers.
For example: Lee, Sarah. "The Impact of Digital Media." Journal of Communication Studies
15, no. 2 (2020): 110–25. The issue number is crucial for pinpointing the exact location of
the article.

For the author-date system, the format for journal articles is similar, with the year of
publication placed after the author's name. The structure would be: Lee, Sarah. 2020. "The
Impact of Digital Media." Journal of Communication Studies 15, no. 2: 110–25. The page
range of the article is essential for the reference list entry, allowing readers to quickly
determine the scope of the article's content and its relevance to their own research.

Webpage Citations

Citing online sources requires careful consideration of the information available and
Chicago's evolving guidelines for digital content. For a webpage in the notes and
bibliography system, include the author (if available), the title of the page (in quotation
marks), the name of the website (italicized), the publication or last updated date (if
available), and the URL. For example: Johnson, David. "Understanding SEO Best Practices."
Digital Marketing Hub, October 26, 2023.
https://www.digitalmarketinghub.com/seo-practices. If no author is listed, start with the title
of the page.



In the author-date system, the webpage citation follows a similar pattern, with the date of
publication or last update taking prominence after the author's name. If a specific
publication date is not available, the most recent access date can be used. For example:
Johnson, David. 2023. "Understanding SEO Best Practices." Digital Marketing Hub. October
26, 2023. https://www.digitalmarketinghub.com/seo-practices. It's important to note that
Chicago style prioritizes stable, archival sources, but provides robust guidance for the ever-
growing landscape of online content.

Footnotes and Endnotes in Chicago Style

Footnotes and endnotes are integral to the notes and bibliography system in Chicago style,
serving as a sophisticated mechanism for citing sources and providing supplementary
information. They allow writers to enrich their work with detailed explanations,
commentary, or further references without interrupting the narrative flow of the main text.
Mastering their creation and formatting is key to producing scholarly and well-supported
documents.

Purpose of Notes

The primary purpose of footnotes and endnotes in Chicago style is to attribute specific
information to its original source. They are used to cite quotations, paraphrased ideas,
statistics, and any other content that is not common knowledge. Beyond simple citation,
notes also offer a space for authors to elaborate on points, provide definitions, discuss
tangential but relevant topics, or include acknowledgments without cluttering the main
body of the text. This flexibility allows for a more nuanced and comprehensive presentation
of information, catering to readers who may wish to delve deeper into the source material
or explore related discussions.

Furthermore, notes can be used to compare different sources or to offer critiques of a
particular argument, thereby engaging in a scholarly dialogue with the cited works. They
also provide a mechanism for citing multiple sources for a single piece of information, which
can be particularly useful in complex research. The strategic use of notes demonstrates
thorough research and a commitment to academic rigor.

Formatting Footnotes and Endnotes

Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the superscript citation number is
located in the text. Endnotes appear collectively at the end of the chapter or the entire
document, typically on a new page. Each note begins with a superscript number that
matches the corresponding number in the text, though the superscript is usually omitted at
the beginning of the note itself. The first line of each note is indented, while subsequent
lines are set flush with the left margin. This formatting distinguishes notes from paragraphs
and enhances readability.



The content of the notes follows specific Chicago style conventions. For the first citation of
a source, the note includes the author's full name, the title of the work (italicized for books,
in quotation marks for articles), and publication details, including page numbers for direct
quotes or specific information. Subsequent citations of the same source are abbreviated,
typically including the author's last name, a shortened title, and the page number. For
example: 1. Jane Doe, A History of Computing (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2015), 32. Later note:
5. Doe, History of Computing, 55. Consistency in formatting and content is vital for clear
scholarly communication.

Chicago Style Formatting Conventions

Beyond citation, the Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed guidelines on a wide range
of formatting and style conventions that ensure consistency and professionalism in writing.
These conventions cover everything from the presentation of numbers and dates to the
intricate rules of punctuation and capitalization. Adhering to these standards is essential for
clarity, readability, and maintaining the credibility of your work.

Numbers and Dates

Chicago style generally recommends spelling out numbers one through nine and using
numerals for numbers 10 and above. However, there are exceptions. For instance,
numerals are used for all numbers when they appear in statistical tables, in scientific and
technical contexts, or when they are used for precision, such as measurements (e.g., 5
pounds, 10 meters). Dates are typically written in the format month day, year (e.g., October
26, 2023). When referring to decades or centuries, Chicago prefers using numbers without
apostrophes, such as the 1990s or the twenty-first century.

For ordinal numbers, spell out first through ninth (e.g., the fifth chapter) and use numerals
for 10th and above (e.g., the 15th anniversary). Consistency is key; once you establish a
rule for a particular type of number within your document, maintain it throughout. This
minimizes confusion and adheres to the overall goal of clear and unambiguous
communication.

Punctuation Guidelines

Chicago style offers detailed guidance on punctuation, aiming for clarity and precision. For
commas, it generally follows traditional rules, but it notably advocates for the serial (or
Oxford) comma in lists of three or more items (e.g., apples, bananas, and oranges). This
practice helps to prevent ambiguity. Semicolons are used to connect independent clauses
that are closely related in thought, and colons are used to introduce lists, explanations, or
quotations. Quotation marks are used for direct quotes, with periods and commas generally
placed inside the closing quotation mark.



Hyphens are used to connect compound words (e.g., well-being) or to indicate a range
(e.g., pages 10–15). Dashes, specifically em dashes and en dashes, have specific functions;
em dashes are often used for parenthetical remarks or interruptions in thought, while en
dashes indicate ranges or connections. Apostrophes are used for possessives and
contractions. Understanding these nuances ensures that your punctuation contributes to,
rather than detracts from, the clarity of your writing.

Capitalization Rules

Chicago style generally employs a more conservative approach to capitalization than some
other style guides, particularly concerning titles. For book and article titles, Chicago style
uses title case, meaning major words are capitalized, but prepositions, articles, and
conjunctions are lowercase unless they are the first or last word of the title. For example,
The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire. However, when referring to specific academic
disciplines or subject areas that are not proper nouns, Chicago style generally uses
lowercase letters, such as "history" or "mathematics," unless they are part of a formal
course title or department name.

Capitalization of headings and subheadings also follows specific rules. Generally, major
headings are capitalized in title case, with subsequent levels of headings potentially using
sentence case or title case depending on the hierarchy and specific guidelines provided by
the publisher. Consistent application of these rules creates a professional and uniform
appearance for your document.

Hyphenation and Compound Words

The Chicago Manual of Style provides extensive guidance on hyphenation, which can be
one of the more challenging aspects of English orthography. Generally, words that function
as a single concept are hyphenated when they precede the noun they modify, acting as a
compound adjective (e.g., a state-of-the-art system). However, if the modifier follows the
noun or is an adverb ending in -ly, it is usually not hyphenated (e.g., the system is state of
the art; a highly efficient method). The manual also addresses common compound words
that have become closed (e.g., bedroom) or remain open (e.g., living room).

When in doubt about the hyphenation of a particular word or phrase, consulting the CMOS
index or an online dictionary that follows Chicago style conventions is recommended. The
goal of hyphenation is to enhance clarity and prevent misreading. For instance,
distinguishing between "re-cover" (to cover again) and "recover" (to regain health) is
crucial and is achieved through hyphenation.

Common Chicago Style Pitfalls and Solutions

Navigating the intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style can present challenges, and



certain errors are more common than others. Recognizing these potential pitfalls is the first
step toward avoiding them. Common issues include inconsistent citation formatting,
incorrect use of punctuation, and an inconsistent approach to capitalization and
hyphenation. Understanding these frequent mistakes and their solutions will greatly
improve the quality and adherence to Chicago style in your writing.

One of the most prevalent problems is the mix-up between the notes and bibliography
system and the author-date system. Writers might inadvertently apply elements of one
system to the other, leading to inconsistencies in their citations and reference lists. Another
common error is the incorrect formatting of bibliographical entries, particularly for less
common source types like websites or edited collections. Ensuring each element of a
citation—author, title, publication information, URL, page numbers—is present and correctly
formatted according to the specific source type is crucial. Paying close attention to the
serial comma, the proper use of em dashes and en dashes, and the distinction between
possessives and plurals are also areas where minor errors can accumulate and detract from
the overall professionalism of the document.

When to Use Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style is a versatile guide, but its application is often dictated by the
conventions of specific academic disciplines and publishing houses. It is particularly favored
in the humanities, such as literature, history, art history, and philosophy, where the notes
and bibliography system is often preferred for its capacity to incorporate extensive
scholarly commentary. Many academic journals in these fields mandate Chicago style for
manuscript submissions.

The author-date system of Chicago style is frequently adopted by journals and scholars in
the social sciences, including sociology, anthropology, and political science, as well as some
scientific disciplines. Publishers also have their own specific style requirements, and many
choose Chicago style as their standard. When preparing a manuscript for publication, it is
always best to consult the specific guidelines provided by the journal or publisher, as they
may have their own adaptations or preferences within the broader framework of Chicago
style. If no specific style is mandated, Chicago offers a robust and widely recognized
standard for academic and professional writing.

For students, the choice of style guide is often determined by their institution or professor.
Many university writing centers and graduate programs recommend or require adherence
to Chicago style for theses, dissertations, and research papers, especially in departments
that align with its traditional strengths. This widespread adoption underscores its
importance and utility across a broad spectrum of scholarly endeavors.

The Chicago Manual of Style is an essential resource for anyone aiming to produce clear,
authoritative, and professionally presented written work. By understanding its dual citation
systems, mastering the nuances of in-text citations and bibliographical entries, and
adhering to its comprehensive formatting conventions, writers can significantly enhance
the quality and credibility of their publications. Whether you are crafting a scholarly article,
a book, or a research paper, a firm grasp of Chicago style is an invaluable asset. This guide



has provided a detailed overview of its core components, empowering you to apply its
principles with confidence and precision, ensuring your ideas are communicated effectively
and your work meets the highest standards of academic and editorial excellence.

FAQ

Q: What is the difference between the notes and
bibliography system and the author-date system in
Chicago style?
A: The notes and bibliography system uses superscript numbers in the text that correspond
to footnotes or endnotes, which contain citation details and can also include commentary. It
is typically followed by a bibliography listing all cited sources. The author-date system uses
brief parenthetical citations in the text (Author Year) that correspond to a reference list at
the end of the document, which includes full bibliographic details for all cited works.

Q: When is it appropriate to use the author-date system
versus the notes and bibliography system in Chicago
style?
A: The notes and bibliography system is commonly used in the humanities (history,
literature, arts) where extensive notes and commentary are beneficial. The author-date
system is often preferred in the social sciences and some scientific fields where currency
and concise citation are prioritized. Always check the specific requirements of your
publisher or academic institution.

Q: How do I format a book citation in Chicago style for
both citation systems?
A: For the notes and bibliography system, a book citation generally follows this pattern:
Author's Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. Place of Publication: Publisher, Year. For the
author-date system, it is: Author's Last Name, First Name. Year. Title of Book. Place of
Publication: Publisher.

Q: What is the serial (Oxford) comma, and does Chicago
style use it?
A: The serial comma is the comma placed immediately before the coordinating conjunction
in a series of three or more items. Yes, Chicago style strongly recommends the use of the
serial comma to prevent ambiguity in lists. For example, "apples, bananas, and oranges."



Q: How should I cite a website in Chicago style?
A: For a website, include the author (if available), the title of the page (in quotation marks),
the name of the website (italicized), the publication or last updated date (if available), and
the URL. For the author-date system, the date follows the author's name. For example:
Johnson, David. "Understanding SEO Best Practices." Digital Marketing Hub, October 26,
2023. https://www.digitalmarketinghub.com/seo-practices.

Q: What is the proper way to handle numbers in
Chicago style?
A: Generally, Chicago style spells out numbers one through nine and uses numerals for 10
and above. However, numerals are preferred for statistics, measurements, and numbers
used in technical contexts. Always ensure consistency within your document.

Q: Can I use endnotes instead of footnotes in Chicago
style?
A: Yes, Chicago style allows for both footnotes and endnotes. Footnotes appear at the
bottom of the page where the citation is made, while endnotes are collected at the end of
the chapter or document. The choice often depends on aesthetic preferences or publisher
requirements.

Q: How do I create a shortened note in the notes and
bibliography system?
A: After the first full citation of a source, subsequent notes for the same source are
shortened. They typically include the author's last name, a shortened version of the title
(italicized for books), and the relevant page number. For example: Smith, History of Ideas,
78.
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