
chicago manual of style abbreviation rules

The Chicago Manual of Style abbreviation rules are a cornerstone of clear and consistent academic and
professional writing. Understanding these guidelines is crucial for authors, editors, and anyone aiming for
polished prose. This comprehensive article delves into the intricacies of the Chicago Manual's approach to
abbreviations, covering everything from general principles to specific categories like units of measurement,
geographical names, and common terms. We will explore the nuances of when to abbreviate and when to spell
out, the correct punctuation for abbreviations, and the importance of consistency within a given text. By
mastering these Chicago Manual of Style abbreviation rules, writers can enhance the readability and credibility
of their work, ensuring a professional presentation that adheres to established editorial standards.
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General Principles of Chicago Manual of Style Abbreviation Rules

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) advocates for clarity and consistency as the primary drivers behind its
abbreviation rules. Generally, it recommends spelling out words in the text unless their abbreviated forms are
widely recognized and commonly used, or if using the abbreviation significantly improves readability and saves
space without sacrificing comprehension. The goal is always to make the text accessible to the broadest
possible audience.

A key principle is that abbreviations should not obscure meaning. If an abbreviation is likely to be unfamiliar to
a significant portion of the readership, it is best to spell it out on first use, followed by the abbreviation in
parentheses, especially for technical or specialized terms. For example, one might write "The project involved
extensive use of Geographic Information Systems (GIS)." Subsequent uses can then employ the abbreviation GIS.

The Manual distinguishes between abbreviations used in the main body of the text and those found in notes,
bibliographies, and other supplementary sections. In notes and bibliographies, where space is often at a premium,
more liberal use of abbreviations is permitted, provided they are conventional and understood within scholarly
contexts.

Abbreviations in Text vs. Notes

The distinction between text and notes is fundamental to Chicago's approach to abbreviations. In the main body
of a work, the emphasis is on ensuring maximum clarity and accessibility for the general reader. This often means
spelling out common words and phrases, even if their abbreviations are technically permissible.

Conversely, notes, bibliographies, indexes, and tables are areas where conciseness is highly valued. Here, the
CMOS permits a wider range of abbreviations, particularly those that are standard within specific academic
disciplines or are already familiar to a scholarly audience. For instance, units of measurement are almost



always abbreviated in tables and often in notes, while in the running text, it might depend on context and
frequency of use.

The principle of "first use" is also important. Even in the text, if an abbreviation is necessary and not
universally known, it should be defined upon its first appearance. This practice bridges the gap between the
strictness of text and the conciseness of notes, ensuring the reader is never left guessing.

Common Abbreviations and Their Usage

Many abbreviations are so common that they are almost universally recognized. The Chicago Manual of Style
provides guidance on many of these, generally permitting their use in text if they enhance readability. These
include titles, common units of time, and certain Latin phrases frequently used in scholarly work.

Titles and Forms of Address

Titles preceding names are typically abbreviated. For example, Mr., Mrs., Ms., Dr., Rev., Prof., and their female
equivalents are standard. However, titles used in a general sense, such as "the president" or "a doctor," are
usually spelled out. This distinction helps maintain formality and respect when referring to individuals.

Time and Measurement

Abbreviations for units of time like "a.m.," "p.m.," "B.C.," and "A.D." are common. Similarly, units of measurement,
particularly in technical or scientific contexts, are often abbreviated (e.g., km, lb, oz, ft, in, cm, g, kg). The
Chicago Manual provides extensive lists for these in its appendices.

Units of Measurement Abbreviations

The Chicago Manual of Style offers specific guidance on abbreviating units of measurement, which can vary
depending on the context and the style guide's specific edition. Generally, in scientific and technical writing, and
especially in tables and figures, abbreviations are preferred for clarity and conciseness.

For metric units, abbreviations are standard and typically do not take a period (e.g., cm for centimeter, m for
meter, kg for kilogram). For customary units, the CMOS often recommends periods for abbreviations (e.g., in. for
inch, ft. for foot, lb. for pound), though this can sometimes be flexible based on prevailing usage in a particular
field.

Metric units: g, kg, cm, m, L, mL

Customary units (often with periods): in., ft., yd., mi., oz., lb., gal.

It is crucial to maintain consistency in the use of periods for customary units throughout a document.
Consulting the latest edition of the Chicago Manual is essential for the most up-to-date recommendations.



Geographical Name Abbreviations

The Chicago Manual of Style advises caution with geographical abbreviations in the text. While some are
widely recognized, like U.S. (for United States), others can lead to confusion. For major entities like states or
countries, spelling them out is generally preferred in the main body of the text.

However, in contexts where space is limited or for established abbreviations, the CMOS does offer guidance. For
instance, U.S. is acceptable when used as an adjective (e.g., U.S. history). Postal abbreviations for U.S. states
(e.g., IL for Illinois, CA for California) are generally not recommended in prose but are standard for mailing
addresses.

For foreign countries and regions, the Manual generally recommends spelling them out in full unless a specific,
universally understood abbreviation exists and is used consistently. The context of the readership is
paramount; abbreviations that are standard in one region or discipline might be obscure to another.

Latin Abbreviations

Latin abbreviations are common in scholarly writing, particularly in legal, historical, and classical studies.
The Chicago Manual of Style provides rules for their usage, including whether to use periods and in which
contexts they are appropriate.

Some frequently encountered Latin abbreviations include:

i.e. (id est - that is)

e.g. (exempli gratia - for example)

etc. (et cetera - and so forth)

et al. (et alii - and others)

op. cit. (opera citato - in the work cited)

loc. cit. (loco citato - in the place cited)

ibid. (ibidem - in the same place)

The Chicago Manual generally recommends using periods for these abbreviations. Their use is typically confined
to notes and bibliographies, although i.e. and e.g. are sometimes found in text if used judiciously and clearly
understood.

Foreign Language Abbreviations

When writing about or quoting from foreign languages, the Chicago Manual of Style advises adhering to the
conventions of that language's scholarly tradition where possible, while still prioritizing clarity for the
English-speaking reader.



For abbreviations specific to a foreign language, it is often best to spell them out in the text on first use, with
the abbreviation (if commonly used) provided in parentheses, particularly if the abbreviation is not universally
known. Alternatively, if the abbreviation is very common within a specific academic field, it may be permissible to
use it directly after ensuring the context makes its meaning clear.

The Manual emphasizes that the primary goal is intelligibility. If a foreign language abbreviation might cause
confusion, spelling out the full term or providing a translation is the safest approach.

Punctuation with Abbreviations

Punctuation, particularly the use of periods, is a critical aspect of abbreviation rules in the Chicago Manual
of Style. The presence or absence of a period can significantly alter the appearance and, in some cases, the
meaning of an abbreviation.

Generally, abbreviations formed from initial letters of a phrase or name take periods (e.g., U.S., Ph.D., M.A.).
However, there are many exceptions, especially for abbreviations of units of measurement (as discussed
previously) and acronyms that are pronounced as words (e.g., NASA, NATO), which typically do not take
periods.

Abbreviations of Latin phrases like i.e. and e.g. use periods.

Abbreviations of titles like Mr. and Mrs. use periods.

Acronyms that have become words (e.g., radar, scuba) usually omit periods.

Many international standards organizations recommend omitting periods in abbreviations for units of
measurement (e.g., km, m, kg).

The Chicago Manual provides extensive lists, but the overarching principle is to be consistent within a
document and to follow established conventions for specific types of abbreviations.

Consistency in Abbreviation Usage

One of the most vital tenets of the Chicago Manual of Style abbreviation rules, and indeed of any style guide,
is the demand for unwavering consistency. Once a decision is made about how to abbreviate a particular term
or whether to abbreviate it at all, that decision must be applied uniformly throughout the entire work.

This consistency applies to the use of periods (e.g., always using "in." or never using "in."), capitalization, and
the choice between abbreviating or spelling out a term. Inconsistency can be jarring to the reader and can
undermine the credibility of the author and the publication.

For instance, if you choose to abbreviate "United States" as "U.S." in one instance, you must do so
consistently wherever it appears in the text, or preferably, stick to spelling it out if it's in the main body.
Similarly, if you use "Dr." for Doctor when it precedes a name, ensure it's used for all such instances and not
mixed with "Doctor" or other variations.

Editors play a crucial role in enforcing this consistency, often referring back to the author or established
style sheet to ensure adherence to the chosen conventions.



When to Avoid Abbreviations

While the Chicago Manual of Style offers extensive guidance on how to abbreviate, it also provides clear
direction on when it is best to avoid them altogether. The fundamental principle is that if an abbreviation does
not enhance clarity, conciseness, or readability, it should not be used.

In general prose, especially in less formal or more narrative sections of a work, spelling out terms is often
preferred. Abbreviations can sometimes create an unnecessarily technical or abrupt tone. If a term is only used
once or twice in the entire document and its abbreviated form is not immediately obvious, spelling it out is the
more reader-friendly choice.

Furthermore, if an abbreviation is obscure or likely to be unfamiliar to the intended audience, it should be
avoided or explained. This is particularly true for highly specialized jargon or less common acronyms. The goal
of writing is communication, and abbreviations should serve that purpose, not hinder it.

Frequently Asked Questions About Chicago Manual of Style
Abbreviation Rules

Q: What is the general rule for abbreviating in the main text according to
the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises spelling out words in the main text unless the abbreviation
is widely recognized and understood, or if its use significantly enhances readability and conciseness without
sacrificing clarity.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style treat abbreviations for units of
measurement?
A: For units of measurement, Chicago generally permits abbreviations, especially in scientific, technical
contexts, and in tables. Metric units typically do not use periods (e.g., cm, kg), while customary units may use
periods (e.g., in., ft.), though consistency is key.

Q: Should I use periods in abbreviations like "i.e." and "e.g." according to
Chicago style?
A: Yes, according to the Chicago Manual of Style, common Latin abbreviations such as "i.e." (id est) and "e.g."
(exempli gratia) require periods.

Q: Are there specific rules for abbreviating geographical names in Chicago
style?
A: Chicago style generally recommends spelling out geographical names like states and countries in the main
text. Abbreviations like U.S. are acceptable when used adjectivally, but postal abbreviations are typically
reserved for addresses.



Q: When does the Chicago Manual of Style recommend defining an
abbreviation?
A: If an abbreviation is not universally known or might be unfamiliar to a significant portion of the readership,
Chicago style recommends spelling out the full term on its first use, followed by the abbreviation in
parentheses.

Q: What is the stance on acronyms in Chicago style?
A: Acronyms that are pronounced as words (e.g., NASA, NATO) typically do not take periods. For other
acronyms, the rule of spelling out on first use with the abbreviation in parentheses applies if the acronym might
not be immediately recognized.

Q: How important is consistency in abbreviation usage according to the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Consistency in abbreviation usage is paramount in Chicago style. Once a decision is made on how to
abbreviate a term or whether to abbreviate it, that choice must be applied uniformly throughout the entire
document.

Q: Are abbreviations of foreign language terms handled differently in
Chicago style?
A: For foreign language abbreviations, Chicago style suggests following the conventions of that language's
scholarly tradition where appropriate, but always prioritizing clarity for the English-speaking reader.
Explaining or spelling out is often preferred if the abbreviation is not widely known.

Q: When should abbreviations be avoided entirely according to Chicago
style?
A: Abbreviations should be avoided when they do not enhance clarity, conciseness, or readability. In general
prose, especially if a term is used infrequently, spelling it out is often the more appropriate choice.
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