
chicago manual of style abbreviations
The Chicago Manual of Style abbreviations are a crucial element for clear, concise, and professional
writing across various disciplines. Mastering these stylistic conventions ensures that your work
adheres to established academic and publishing standards, enhancing readability and credibility.
This comprehensive guide delves into the nuances of Chicago style abbreviation usage, covering
general principles, specific categories like dates and measurements, and the essential resources for
accurate application. Understanding and implementing these rules will significantly refine your
manuscript, making it more accessible to your intended audience. We will explore common pitfalls
and best practices for effectively integrating abbreviations into your scholarly or professional
writing.
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Understanding the Purpose of Chicago Manual of Style
Abbreviations

The primary purpose of using abbreviations in writing, particularly those governed by the Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS), is to achieve conciseness without sacrificing clarity. These stylistic
guidelines aim to streamline text, making it easier for readers to process information quickly. Proper
abbreviation usage prevents unnecessary wordiness, which is especially important in academic
papers, technical documents, and published works where space can be a premium. Furthermore,
adhering to a consistent style guide like CMOS ensures uniformity throughout a document,
contributing to a professional and polished presentation.

Beyond mere brevity, Chicago style abbreviations also serve to standardize terminology within
specific fields. Certain abbreviations are universally recognized within scholarly communities, such
as those for scientific units or legal citations. By following CMOS recommendations, writers can tap
into this shared understanding, reducing ambiguity and potential misinterpretation. The manual
provides a framework for deciding when an abbreviation is appropriate, how it should be presented,
and when it should be spelled out, thereby maintaining a high level of reader comprehension.

General Rules for Abbreviation in Chicago Style



The Chicago Manual of Style outlines several core principles for the effective use of abbreviations. A
fundamental rule is to spell out a word or phrase the first time it appears in the text if it is not
commonly known or if there's a risk of confusion. Subsequent uses can then employ the
abbreviation. This approach ensures that all readers, regardless of their familiarity with the subject
matter, can follow the text from its inception. The decision to abbreviate often hinges on whether the
abbreviation is more familiar than the full term to the intended audience.

Another crucial aspect of Chicago style is the treatment of punctuation within abbreviations.
Generally, CMOS prefers to omit periods from abbreviations when the abbreviation is formed from
initial letters (e.g., NATO, laser) or when it consists of a shortened form of a word (e.g., fig., dept.).
However, there are exceptions, particularly for personal names or places where periods are still
standard (e.g., St. Louis, Wm.). The style manual provides detailed guidance on these punctuation
nuances to ensure consistency and avoid stylistic errors.

When to Use Abbreviations

The decision of when to employ an abbreviation in Chicago style is context-dependent. Generally,
abbreviations are favored when they are widely understood and when their use significantly
improves conciseness without hindering readability. Common examples include units of
measurement, certain academic titles, and well-established organizations. However, if an
abbreviation is obscure or might be unfamiliar to a significant portion of the readership, it is best to
spell it out, at least on its first mention.

Consistency in Abbreviation Usage

Maintaining consistency in abbreviation usage is paramount according to the Chicago Manual of
Style. Once a decision is made to abbreviate a term, that same abbreviation should be used
throughout the entire document. This applies to both the main text and any supplementary materials
like notes or bibliographies. Inconsistency can be distracting for readers and can undermine the
overall professionalism of the work. Therefore, carefully tracking and applying chosen abbreviations
is essential.

Abbreviations for Dates and Times

Chicago style offers specific guidelines for abbreviating dates and times, particularly in contexts
where space is limited or formality can be relaxed. For months, abbreviations are typically used in
tabular material or parenthetical references. For example, January can be abbreviated as Jan.,
February as Feb., and so on, with a period following each abbreviation. However, in running text,
especially in formal contexts, it is generally preferred to spell out the names of months.

When referring to specific dates, CMOS suggests the format month day, year (e.g., January 15,
2024). Abbreviations are less common in this full date format within the main body of the text.
However, in less formal contexts or tables, abbreviations for months might be employed. For



centuries, abbreviations like “20th century” are standard, without periods. Similar conventions apply
to abbreviations of time, where standard abbreviations for hours and minutes are used, often
without periods, depending on the context and the specific abbreviation guide referenced.

Abbreviating Months

The Chicago Manual of Style permits the abbreviation of months, but specifies contexts where this is
appropriate. Months are typically abbreviated in tables, footnotes, endnotes, and bibliographies,
especially when space is a constraint. The standard abbreviations are derived from the full month
names, usually by dropping the last few letters, and are followed by a period. For example,
September becomes Sept., and November becomes Nov. In the main text, however, especially in
formal prose, spelling out the full month name is generally the preferred practice.

Abbreviating Years and Centuries

When referring to years, the full four-digit number is standard. Abbreviations are not typically used
for specific years. However, for centuries, the abbreviation “c.” followed by the century number
(e.g., c. 1900) can be used to indicate "circa" or "around." When referring to the ordinal form of
centuries, such as the twentieth century, CMOS prefers to spell out the word rather than use an
abbreviation like "20th cent."

Geographical Abbreviations in Chicago Style

Chicago style has specific rules for geographical abbreviations to ensure clarity and consistency.
States within the United States are typically spelled out in full in the main text when they stand
alone. However, when a city is paired with a state, the state name is often abbreviated, particularly
in references, footnotes, and bibliographical entries. For these pairings, the official postal
abbreviations (e.g., CA for California, NY for New York) are generally used, and these abbreviations
do not take periods.

For foreign countries, continents, and other geographical regions, the preference is to spell out the
names in full within the main text. Abbreviations for these entities are generally reserved for tabular
data, lists, or specialized contexts where brevity is essential and the abbreviations are clearly
defined or universally understood. The key principle remains clarity for the reader; if an
abbreviation risks confusion, it should be avoided in favor of the full name.

State Abbreviations

In Chicago style, when a city is mentioned alongside its state in the main text, the state is commonly
abbreviated using its two-letter postal code. For instance, a reference might appear as Chicago, IL,
or Boston, MA. These postal abbreviations are considered standard and do not require periods.



However, when a state name appears by itself, or when it is part of a full address that is being
quoted or cited formally, the full state name is usually spelled out.

International Geographical Names

For international geographical names, Chicago style generally favors spelling out the full names of
countries, continents, and regions in the main body of the text. Abbreviations for these entities are
typically avoided unless they are part of a specific citation format or are widely recognized and
unambiguous within the context. For example, using “U.K.” for the United Kingdom is common in
certain contexts, but in formal prose, “United Kingdom” is preferred. The manual advises against
using abbreviations for international locations if there's any doubt about reader comprehension.

Measurement and Scientific Abbreviations

The Chicago Manual of Style provides distinct guidelines for abbreviations related to measurements
and scientific terminology. For standard units of measurement, such as inches, feet, meters, and
kilograms, the manual recommends spelling them out in full in the main text. However, in scientific
contexts, tables, or when space is severely limited, abbreviations are permissible. These
abbreviations are typically without periods (e.g., in for inches, m for meters, kg for kilograms).

For scientific and technical terms, CMOS advises adhering to the established conventions within the
specific discipline. Many scientific fields have their own widely accepted abbreviation lists. When
using such abbreviations, it is crucial to ensure they are standard within that field and to define
them upon first use if there is any possibility of ambiguity. The overall aim is to maintain precision
and avoid confusion in technical writing.

Units of Measurement

In general prose, Chicago style prefers spelling out units of measurement like "inches," "feet,"
"pounds," and "kilograms." However, in scientific or technical writing, or in tables and figures,
abbreviations are commonly used and accepted. These abbreviations are typically the standard
international symbols (e.g., in, ft, lb, kg, m, cm). Periods are generally not used with these
measurement abbreviations. For example, one might write "5 kg" or "10 cm" in a technical context.

Scientific and Technical Terms

For abbreviations of scientific and technical terms, Chicago style strongly advises following the
conventions established by the relevant professional bodies or disciplines. For instance, in medicine,
standard abbreviations are widely used, as are in chemistry, physics, and engineering. The key is to
ensure that any abbreviation used is both accurate and readily understood by the intended audience.
If there is any doubt, it is best practice to spell out the term or provide a definition on its first



appearance, such as: "The study utilized gene expression profiling (GEP)."

Legal and Professional Abbreviations

Chicago style offers specific guidance for legal and professional abbreviations to maintain accuracy
and adhere to established practices in these fields. In legal contexts, the use of abbreviations is often
dictated by specific citation rules, such as those found in The Bluebook. However, for general legal
terms that appear frequently, CMOS may allow for abbreviations after their first full mention,
provided they are standard and unambiguous within the legal community. Examples might include
"S.Ct." for Supreme Court or "U.S." for United States, though usage can vary.

For professional titles and organizations, Chicago style generally prefers to spell out full titles and
names in the main text. Abbreviations are usually reserved for informal contexts, notes, or
bibliographies where space is a concern and the abbreviations are clearly understood. For instance,
"Doctor" is preferred over "Dr." in formal prose, but "Dr." might be acceptable in a footnote. For
organizations, established acronyms like NASA or FBI are common but should ideally be introduced
with their full name first.

Legal Citations

When dealing with legal citations, Chicago style generally defers to specific legal citation manuals
like The Bluebook. These manuals provide comprehensive lists of abbreviations for case reporters,
statutes, and other legal documents. In the main text of a non-legal document, if referring to legal
concepts or entities, it is usually best to spell them out unless a commonly understood abbreviation
is being used. For example, "Supreme Court" is generally preferred over "S. Ct." in general writing.

Professional Titles and Organizations

For professional titles such as "Doctor," "Professor," or "Reverend," Chicago style generally
recommends spelling them out in the main text. Abbreviations like "Dr." or "Prof." are typically
reserved for use in specific contexts, such as in a directory, a list, or when the title precedes a name
in a less formal setting. Similarly, for organizations, while acronyms are common in everyday
language, Chicago style often prefers to introduce them with their full name followed by the
acronym in parentheses on first reference (e.g., The National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA)).

Abbreviations in Notes and Bibliographies

The use of abbreviations in notes and bibliographies often differs from their usage in the main text,
primarily driven by the need for conciseness and space efficiency. Chicago style permits a wider
range of abbreviations in these sections, assuming that readers are seeking detailed bibliographic



information and are therefore more accustomed to standard scholarly abbreviations. This includes
abbreviations for common Latin phrases used in citation, such as "ibid." (ibidem, meaning "in the
same place") and "op. cit." (opere citato, meaning "in the work cited").

Furthermore, abbreviations for publishers, journals, and book series are frequently employed in
bibliographies to save space and streamline the citation process. For example, "Univ. of Chicago
Press" might be abbreviated to "U of Chicago P" in some contexts, though specific journal style
guides may dictate their own preferred abbreviations. Periods are often omitted from abbreviations
in bibliographies, especially those formed from initial letters. It is crucial to consult the latest edition
of The Chicago Manual of Style for the most current and precise guidelines on these specific
applications.

Common Latin Abbreviations

Chicago style acknowledges the historical use of Latin abbreviations in scholarly notes and
bibliographies to convey specific meanings efficiently. Some of the most common include:

"ibid." (ibidem): Used to refer to the immediately preceding citation.

"op. cit." (opere citato): Used to refer to a work previously cited but not the immediately
preceding one.

"loc. cit." (loco citato): Used to refer to the same place in a previously cited work.

"et al." (et alia): Meaning "and others," used when citing multiple authors.

"infra": Meaning "below," indicating a reference further down in the text or page.

"supra": Meaning "above," indicating a reference earlier in the text or page.

It is important to note that the use of some of these, like "op. cit." and "loc. cit.," has become less
common in modern scholarship in favor of more direct referencing methods.

Journal and Publisher Abbreviations

In bibliographies and certain types of notes, abbreviations for journal titles and publishers are often
used to conserve space. For journal titles, many academic fields have established conventions or
commonly accepted abbreviations. For example, "Journal of the American Medical Association"
might be abbreviated as "JAMA." For publishers, Chicago style sometimes permits abbreviations,
especially for well-known university presses, but it is often best to consult specific style guides or the
publisher's own practice. The general trend is towards clarity and consistency, so if an abbreviation
is not widely recognized, it is advisable to spell out the full name.



Resources for Chicago Manual of Style Abbreviations

For writers seeking to navigate the complexities of Chicago Manual of Style abbreviations, several
authoritative resources are available. The most definitive source is, of course, the latest edition of
The Chicago Manual of Style itself. This comprehensive manual provides detailed explanations and
examples for a vast array of abbreviation types, covering everything from general rules to specific
disciplinary conventions. It is the go-to reference for anyone aiming for meticulous adherence to
CMOS standards.

Beyond the main manual, online resources and style guides often offer helpful summaries and quick
reference charts for common abbreviations. Many university writing centers also provide accessible
guides tailored to academic writing. When dealing with specialized fields like law or medicine,
consulting discipline-specific style manuals (e.g., The Bluebook for legal citations, AMA Manual of
Style for medical writing) is essential, as these may override or supplement general CMOS
guidelines for abbreviations within those domains. Staying current with the latest editions of these
resources is key to accurate and effective abbreviation usage.

The Chicago Manual of Style Online

The official online version of The Chicago Manual of Style is an invaluable resource for writers. It
provides searchable access to the entirety of the manual, allowing users to quickly find information
on specific abbreviation rules, examples, and contexts. The online edition is regularly updated,
ensuring that users have access to the most current guidelines. This digital format makes it easier
than ever to look up specific questions about Chicago Manual of Style abbreviations as they arise
during the writing process.

Discipline-Specific Style Guides

While The Chicago Manual of Style provides a broad foundation, many academic and professional
disciplines have developed their own specialized style guides that address abbreviations within their
particular fields. For example, the American Chemical Society (ACS) Style Guide offers detailed
recommendations for chemical nomenclature and abbreviations, and The Associated Press (AP)
Stylebook provides guidance for journalistic writing. When working within a specific discipline, it is
crucial to consult these discipline-specific resources in conjunction with CMOS, as they often contain
more granular and context-specific rules for abbreviations relevant to that field.

FAQ

Q: When should I use periods in Chicago Manual of Style
abbreviations?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally prefers to omit periods from abbreviations formed from
initial letters (e.g., NATO) or shortened words (e.g., fig.). Periods are more common in abbreviations
of personal names (e.g., Wm.) or in certain Latin abbreviations like "et al." However, for clarity and



consistency, it's always best to consult the latest edition of CMOS or a reliable style guide for
specific cases.

Q: Are state abbreviations always required in Chicago style?
A: In the main text of Chicago style, state names are typically spelled out when they stand alone.
However, when a city is mentioned with its state, the state is commonly abbreviated using its two-
letter postal code (e.g., Chicago, IL). These postal abbreviations do not use periods.

Q: How do I handle abbreviations for new or uncommon
terms?
A: For terms that are not widely known or are specific to your subject matter, Chicago style
recommends spelling out the full term on its first mention. You can then introduce the abbreviation
in parentheses immediately after the full term. For example: "The study examined artificial
intelligence (AI)." Subsequent mentions can then use the abbreviation.

Q: What is the difference between using "et al." and listing all
authors in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style bibliographies, it is common to list all authors if there are two or three. If there
are four or more authors, you typically list the first author followed by "et al." In the main text, "et
al." is often used when referring to a work with multiple authors to save space, after the first
mention of the work with the full author list.

Q: Are there specific abbreviations for units of time in Chicago
style?
A: For general writing, Chicago style prefers to spell out units of time like "hours," "minutes," and
"seconds." However, in technical contexts, tables, or when space is a concern, abbreviations like
"hr.," "min.," and "sec." may be used, often without periods depending on the specific convention.

Q: How should I abbreviate academic degrees in Chicago
style?
A: In the main text, academic degrees should generally be spelled out, such as "Master of Arts" or
"Doctor of Philosophy." Abbreviations like "M.A." or "Ph.D." are typically reserved for résumés, CVs,
or certain types of lists and notes where space is limited.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on using Latin
abbreviations like "i.e." and "e.g."?
A: Chicago style permits the use of Latin abbreviations such as "i.e." (id est, meaning "that is") and



"e.g." (exempli gratia, meaning "for example"), but often prefers their English equivalents ("that is"
or "for instance") in the main text for greater clarity. They are more commonly used in notes and
bibliographies. Periods are typically used with these abbreviations.

Q: Where can I find a comprehensive list of Chicago Manual of
Style abbreviations?
A: The most authoritative source is The Chicago Manual of Style itself, particularly chapter 10,
"Abbreviations." The online version of the manual is fully searchable. Additionally, many academic
writing resources and style guides provide summaries of common abbreviations.
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