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The Chicago Manual of Style for Cover Letter Writing: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style for cover letter writing serves as a foundational resource for
professional communication, offering clear guidelines that can elevate the quality and impact of your
cover letters. While not explicitly dedicated to cover letters, its principles regarding formatting,
punctuation, citations (though less relevant here), and overall clarity are highly applicable to crafting
a polished and professional document. Understanding how to apply the Chicago Manual's standards
can help you create a cover letter that is not only grammatically sound but also visually appealing
and easy for hiring managers to digest. This article will delve into the practical application of Chicago
Manual of Style principles for cover letter writing, covering essential formatting, tone, and stylistic
elements that contribute to a compelling application. We will explore how to structure your letter,
punctuate correctly, and maintain a professional voice, all informed by the meticulous standards of
the Chicago Manual.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual's Relevance
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is renowned for its comprehensive approach to editing and
publishing. While primarily focused on academic and literary works, its underlying principles of clarity,
consistency, and professional presentation are directly transferable to the realm of professional
correspondence, including cover letters. Applying the Chicago Manual's guidance means adhering to a
high standard of written communication that demonstrates attention to detail and a commitment to
professionalism. This meticulous approach can set your cover letter apart in a competitive job market,
signaling to potential employers that you are a candidate who values precision and quality.

For cover letter writing, the Chicago Manual of Style's influence is felt most strongly in its emphasis on
proper grammar, punctuation, and formatting. Although it doesn't provide a step-by-step guide
specifically for cover letters, its established rules for general business correspondence and academic
writing offer a robust framework. By adopting these standards, you ensure that your cover letter is
not only persuasive but also adheres to a widely recognized benchmark of excellence in written
communication. This adherence can subtly convey a sense of competence and reliability to the
reader.



Essential Formatting According to Chicago Style
When applying the Chicago Manual of Style to cover letter formatting, the focus shifts to creating a
clean, professional, and easily readable document. While CMOS itself doesn't mandate a specific
cover letter template, its general guidelines for business letters provide an excellent starting point.
This includes consistent margins, appropriate font choices, and clear spacing. The goal is to present
information in an organized manner that allows the hiring manager to quickly grasp your
qualifications and interest.

Margins and Spacing
The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends standard margins for documents to ensure
readability. For a cover letter, this typically translates to one-inch margins on all sides of the page.
This creates a balanced layout and prevents the text from feeling cramped. Consistent spacing
between paragraphs and sections is also crucial. A single space within paragraphs and double spacing
between them is a widely accepted practice that aligns with the clarity principles advocated by CMOS.
This visual separation helps to break up the text and guide the reader's eye through the content.

Font Choice and Size
While the Chicago Manual of Style does not prescribe specific fonts, it emphasizes legibility and
professionalism. Therefore, opting for classic, easy-to-read fonts such as Times New Roman, Arial, or
Calibri in a standard size (10-12 points) is advisable. Avoid decorative or overly stylized fonts that
might detract from the seriousness of your application. The chosen font should be consistent
throughout the entire document, from your contact information to your closing. This uniformity
contributes to a polished and professional appearance, reflecting a careful attention to detail.

Contact Information and Date
Following Chicago Manual of Style guidelines for business letters means including your contact
information and the date in a clear and organized manner. Your full name, address, phone number,
and email address should be placed at the top of the letter, typically aligned to the left or centered.
Beneath your contact information, include the date on which the letter is written. This placement is
standard for professional correspondence and adheres to established conventions for presenting
essential details upfront.

Structuring Your Cover Letter
A well-structured cover letter is paramount for effectively conveying your message. The Chicago
Manual of Style's emphasis on logical flow and clear organization underpins the ideal structure for any
professional document, including cover letters. A standard cover letter typically comprises an
introduction, body paragraphs detailing your qualifications, and a concluding statement. Each part
plays a vital role in presenting a coherent and persuasive argument for your candidacy.



Introduction
The opening paragraph of your cover letter should immediately grab the reader's attention and state
your purpose. You should clearly indicate the position you are applying for and where you saw the
advertisement. Drawing from Chicago Manual of Style principles, this section should be concise,
direct, and professional. It sets the tone for the rest of your letter and should express your enthusiasm
for the opportunity without being overly informal. Clearly stating the job title ensures the hiring
manager knows exactly which role you are interested in.

Body Paragraphs
The body of your cover letter is where you elaborate on your skills, experiences, and achievements,
directly linking them to the requirements of the job. According to the principles emphasized in the
Chicago Manual of Style, this section needs to be well-supported and detailed. Avoid generic
statements; instead, use specific examples and quantifiable results to demonstrate your capabilities.
Each paragraph should focus on a distinct aspect of your qualifications or how your past experiences
align with the company's needs. Tailor these paragraphs to each specific job application, highlighting
your most relevant strengths.

Concluding Paragraph
Your concluding paragraph should summarize your interest and reiterate your suitability for the role.
It's also the place to express your desire for an interview and thank the reader for their time and
consideration. The Chicago Manual of Style promotes a clear call to action and a polite, professional
closing. Ensure your closing reinforces your enthusiasm and leaves a positive final impression. This
section should be confident and forward-looking, prompting the next step in the hiring process.

Punctuation and Grammar Best Practices
Adherence to strict punctuation and grammar rules is a cornerstone of professional writing, and the
Chicago Manual of Style offers definitive guidance in this area. For cover letters, impeccable grammar
and precise punctuation are not merely stylistic choices; they are indicators of your attention to detail
and your ability to communicate effectively. Errors in these areas can undermine your credibility,
regardless of your qualifications.

Commas and Semicolons
The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed rules for comma usage, which are essential for clarity
in sentence construction. Correctly using commas to separate items in a list, set off introductory
clauses, and avoid run-on sentences is critical. Similarly, understanding when to use semicolons to
connect closely related independent clauses can enhance the sophistication of your writing. Misplaced
or omitted punctuation can lead to ambiguity or awkward phrasing, making your message less
impactful.



Apostrophes and Possessives
Ensuring correct apostrophe usage for contractions and possessives is another area where the
Chicago Manual of Style offers strict guidance. Whether referring to a company's needs or an
applicant's qualifications, proper formation of possessives is essential. For example, "the company's
mission" requires an apostrophe, while "its" is the possessive form of "it." Consistent and accurate
application of these rules demonstrates a mastery of English grammar.

Capitalization and Abbreviations
The Chicago Manual of Style offers clear guidelines on capitalization, particularly for proper nouns,
titles, and the beginnings of sentences. When referring to job titles, company names, or specific
departments, ensure consistent and correct capitalization. Similarly, while abbreviations are
sometimes used, it is generally advisable to spell out terms in a cover letter unless they are
universally recognized and space is extremely limited. CMOS generally favors spelling out terms for
maximum clarity.

Tone and Language Considerations
The tone and language employed in your cover letter significantly influence how your message is
received. Drawing from the Chicago Manual of Style's emphasis on clarity and professionalism, your
writing should be direct, respectful, and engaging. The goal is to convey confidence and competence
without appearing arrogant or overly casual. Maintaining a professional tone ensures that your cover
letter is taken seriously by potential employers.

Professionalism and Formality
A cover letter is a formal document, and its language should reflect this. Avoid slang, colloquialisms,
and overly casual expressions. The Chicago Manual of Style advocates for precise and unambiguous
language. This means choosing words carefully to convey your meaning accurately and effectively.
For instance, instead of saying "I'm really good at X," opt for something more professional like "I
possess strong expertise in X" or "My experience in X is extensive."

Active Voice and Strong Verbs
To make your cover letter more dynamic and impactful, employ active voice and strong verbs, a
principle often highlighted in style guides like CMOS for its clarity and directness. Active voice
emphasizes the subject performing the action (e.g., "I managed the project") rather than passive
voice ("The project was managed by me"). Strong verbs convey action and impact more effectively
than weak or generic verbs. This approach makes your accomplishments sound more impressive and
your writing more engaging.



Conciseness and Clarity
The Chicago Manual of Style places a high value on conciseness and clarity in writing. In a cover
letter, this means getting straight to the point and avoiding unnecessary jargon or lengthy
explanations. Every sentence should serve a purpose. Hiring managers often have limited time, so
presenting your qualifications clearly and efficiently is crucial. Brevity, combined with compelling
content, is key to making a strong impression.

Salutations and Closings
The salutation and closing of your cover letter are crucial for establishing a professional tone and
leaving a lasting impression. While the Chicago Manual of Style doesn't provide specific phrases for
cover letter salutations, its general principles of politeness and professionalism apply. The way you
address the recipient and sign off can significantly impact the perceived formality and respect of your
letter.

Addressing the Recipient
Whenever possible, address your cover letter to a specific person by name. Using "Dear Mr./Ms./Mx.
[Last Name]" is the standard professional salutation. If you cannot identify a specific contact person,
"Dear Hiring Manager" or "Dear [Department Name] Team" are acceptable alternatives, though less
personal. The Chicago Manual of Style would advocate for the most direct and accurate form of
address. Avoid overly informal salutations like "Hey" or "Hi."

Professional Closings
Similar to salutations, professional closings are essential. "Sincerely," "Regards," or "Yours faithfully"
(if you used "Dear Sir or Madam") are appropriate choices. Following your closing, leave a few lines
for your handwritten signature if mailing a physical copy, and then type your full name. The Chicago
Manual of Style emphasizes consistency in tone, and a polite, professional closing reinforces the
overall formal nature of your correspondence.

Final Polish and Review
Before submitting your cover letter, a thorough final polish and review process is indispensable. This
stage is where the meticulous attention to detail, often associated with the Chicago Manual of Style,
becomes most critical. It's about ensuring that every aspect of your letter is error-free and presents
you in the best possible light. A polished cover letter demonstrates your commitment to excellence
and your professionalism.

Proofreading for Errors
This is perhaps the most crucial step. Proofread your cover letter multiple times for any grammatical
errors, typos, punctuation mistakes, or awkward phrasing. Reading your letter aloud can help you



catch errors you might otherwise miss. It's also beneficial to have a trusted friend or colleague review
it for clarity and accuracy. The Chicago Manual of Style's emphasis on correctness means that even
minor errors can detract from your message.

Consistency in Formatting and Style
Ensure that the formatting is consistent throughout the entire document. This includes margins, font
type and size, spacing, and the alignment of text. Any deviations can make your letter appear
unprofessional and haphazard. The Chicago Manual of Style champions consistency as a key element
of effective written communication. A uniform presentation signals that you are detail-oriented and
take pride in your work.

Tailoring to the Job Description
Finally, re-read your cover letter in conjunction with the job description. Ensure that you have
effectively highlighted the skills and experiences most relevant to the specific role. A generic cover
letter is far less effective than one that is clearly tailored to the employer's needs. This customization,
driven by a clear understanding of the requirements, is a critical component of a successful job
application, much like adhering to specific style guidelines in any professional context.

FAQ

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style have specific templates
for cover letters?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not provide specific templates for cover letters. However, it
offers extensive guidance on general formatting, punctuation, grammar, and professional tone that
can be effectively applied to create a well-structured and polished cover letter.

Q: How do I apply the Chicago Manual of Style's principles to
my cover letter's introduction?
A: Apply Chicago Manual of Style principles to your cover letter's introduction by ensuring it is
concise, clear, and professional. State the position you're applying for and where you saw it,
maintaining a direct and engaging tone that sets the stage for the rest of your letter.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on font choice
and size for cover letters?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes legibility and professionalism in font choice. For cover
letters, this translates to using classic, easy-to-read fonts like Times New Roman, Arial, or Calibri,
typically in a 10-12 point size, to ensure clarity and a professional appearance.



Q: How should I structure my cover letter according to
Chicago Manual of Style guidelines?
A: Structure your cover letter logically with an engaging introduction, detailed body paragraphs that
link your qualifications to the job requirements, and a strong concluding paragraph that reiterates
your interest and includes a call to action. This structured approach aligns with CMOS principles of
clarity and organization.

Q: Are there specific punctuation rules from the Chicago
Manual of Style that are particularly important for cover
letters?
A: Yes, several punctuation rules are crucial. Pay close attention to comma usage for sentence clarity,
correct apostrophe usage for possessives and contractions, and proper semicolon use to connect
related ideas. Adhering to these rules, as outlined in CMOS, demonstrates attention to detail.

Q: What kind of tone should I adopt in my cover letter, as
guided by the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Adopt a professional, respectful, and confident tone. Avoid slang or overly casual language. The
Chicago Manual of Style advocates for precise, clear, and unambiguous language, so ensure your
writing is direct and conveys your capabilities effectively.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style inform the closing of
a cover letter?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style's emphasis on professional communication means your closing should
be polite and standard. Use closings like "Sincerely" or "Regards," followed by your typed name, to
maintain a formal and respectful tone.

Q: Is it important to proofread for errors based on Chicago
Manual of Style principles for cover letters?
A: Absolutely. The Chicago Manual of Style places a high premium on accuracy. Thorough
proofreading for grammar, spelling, punctuation, and consistency is essential to present a polished
and error-free document that reflects your professionalism and attention to detail.
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