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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for Cover Letters

chicago manual of style for cover letters might seem like a niche topic, but mastering
its nuances can significantly elevate your professional correspondence. This
comprehensive guide delves into the specific guidelines and best practices for applying
Chicago style to your cover letters, ensuring clarity, professionalism, and adherence to
established academic and business standards. We will explore everything from the
fundamental formatting of contact information and the date, to the intricacies of
addressing recipients, structuring your paragraphs, and properly concluding your letter.
Understanding these elements is crucial for making a strong first impression and
demonstrating your attention to detail. This article aims to provide a clear, step-by-step
approach to using the Chicago Manual of Style for cover letters, making the process
straightforward and effective.
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Understanding the Core Principles of Chicago
Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected style guide primarily used in
humanities and social sciences, but its principles of clarity, consistency, and
professionalism are transferable to many professional contexts, including cover letters.
While CMOS is famously detailed regarding academic citations and manuscript
preparation, its fundamental rules on grammar, punctuation, and general formatting are
invaluable for crafting polished professional documents. The overarching goal is to
present information in a clear, logical, and error-free manner, projecting an image of
competence and meticulousness.

When applying Chicago style to a cover letter, the focus shifts from academic rigor to
professional presentation. This means prioritizing readability and conciseness while
maintaining a formal tone. Unlike extensive academic papers, a cover letter is a brief,
targeted document designed to persuade a potential employer. Therefore, the application
of CMOS principles is about selecting the most relevant guidelines for this specific
purpose, ensuring that your letter is not only grammatically sound but also aesthetically
pleasing and easy to digest.



Formatting Your Contact Information

Your Contact Information

At the top of your cover letter, your own contact information should be presented clearly
and consistently. This typically includes your full name, address, phone number, and email
address. Each piece of information should be on its own line. There is no strict
requirement in CMOS for a specific order beyond logical grouping, but a standard
professional format is generally preferred. This ensures the recipient can easily find your
details if they wish to contact you.

Ensure your email address is professional, ideally incorporating your name, and that your
phone number includes the area code. Consistency in punctuation, such as commas
between city and state, and periods at the end of each line, is also a hallmark of good
professional writing, aligning with CMOS's emphasis on uniformity.

Employer's Contact Information

Following your contact information, you will include the employer's contact details. This
section should include the hiring manager's name and title (if known), the company name,
and the company's address. Again, each piece of information should occupy its own line.
This placement of information is crucial for establishing the formal structure of a business
letter, which CMOS implicitly supports through its general guidelines on document
organization.

It is paramount to ensure the accuracy of the employer's information. Misspelling a name
or providing an incorrect address can create a negative first impression. If you are unsure
of the hiring manager's name, it is often preferable to address the letter to the department
or a specific title rather than using a generic salutation. However, research to find a
specific contact is always recommended.

Date and Recipient Information

The Date

The date should be placed below your contact information and above the employer's
contact information. Following CMOS guidelines, the date should be written out in full, for
example, "October 26, 2023." Avoid abbreviations such as "Oct." or numerical formats like
"10/26/23." This full format enhances formality and clarity, aligning with CMOS's
preference for complete forms of expression.



The placement of the date acts as a clear chronological marker for the document. It
signifies when the letter was written and is a standard element in professional
correspondence. Ensuring it is correctly formatted and positioned is a small but important
detail that contributes to the overall professional appearance of your cover letter.

Recipient's Information

As mentioned previously, the recipient's contact information is placed below your contact
details and typically below the date. This includes their full name, title, the company
name, and the company's full address. Each line should contain a distinct piece of
information, formatted for readability. The precise order is generally: Name, Title,
Company Name, Street Address, City, State, ZIP Code.

Proper formatting of the recipient's information is essential for showing respect and
attention to detail. It demonstrates that you have taken the time to research the company
and the specific role, and that you are communicating with them in a structured and
professional manner. This section underscores the formal nature of the cover letter as a
business document.

Salutations and Addressing the Reader

Formal Salutations

The salutation is your first direct address to the reader and must be formal and precise.
The standard format, recommended by CMOS for professional correspondence, is "Dear
Mr./Ms./Dr. [Last Name]:". If you are unsure of the recipient's gender or preferred title,
using their full name is an acceptable alternative: "Dear [First Name] [Last Name]:". The
colon is the standard punctuation mark to follow the salutation in a business letter.

Choosing the correct salutation is vital. It reflects your understanding of professional
etiquette. If you cannot identify a specific individual, the best approach is to address the
department or position, such as "Dear Hiring Manager:" or "Dear Search Committee:".
Avoid overly casual greetings like "Hi" or "Hello."

Avoiding Generic Salutations

While "Dear Sir or Madam" might seem like a safe option, it is increasingly seen as
outdated and impersonal. CMOS, in its broad guidance on professional communication,
implicitly favors specificity. Therefore, making every effort to identify a name or at least a
title for your salutation is highly recommended. This personalization demonstrates
initiative and a genuine interest in the role and the organization.



If thorough research yields no specific contact, addressing the department is preferable to
a vague salutation. For instance, "Dear Human Resources Department:" or "Dear [Specific
Department Name] Team:". These options are more direct and professional than older,
more generic forms.

Body Paragraph Structure and Content

The Opening Paragraph

Your opening paragraph is your hook. It should immediately state the purpose of your
letter: which position you are applying for and where you saw the advertisement. It should
also express your enthusiasm for the role and the company. According to CMOS principles
of clarity and directness, this information should be presented upfront without
unnecessary preamble. This allows the reader to quickly understand your intent.

This paragraph sets the tone for the rest of the letter. It's an opportunity to make a strong,
positive first impression. Briefly mentioning what specifically attracts you to this role or
company can be very effective, showing you've done your research and are genuinely
interested.

Developing Supporting Paragraphs

Subsequent paragraphs should provide concrete evidence of your qualifications and how
they align with the requirements of the job. This is where you elaborate on your skills,
experience, and accomplishments. Refer to specific examples from your resume and
quantify your achievements whenever possible. CMOS emphasizes logical organization
and clear expression, which means these paragraphs should flow seamlessly from one
point to the next.

Each paragraph should ideally focus on a particular skill set or a significant achievement.
Use action verbs and concise language to describe your responsibilities and successes.
This section is your opportunity to demonstrate your value proposition to the employer.
Think of it as building a case for why you are the ideal candidate.

The Closing Paragraph

The closing paragraph should reiterate your interest in the position and express your
desire for an interview. It's also a place to thank the reader for their time and
consideration. Maintain a professional and confident tone, as advised by CMOS for formal
writing. You should clearly state that you are available for an interview and provide a call
to action regarding how you can be contacted.



This paragraph serves as a final summary of your intention and leaves the reader with a
lasting impression. It should be polite, professional, and forward-looking, encouraging the
next step in the hiring process.

Citing Sources (When Applicable)

In the context of a cover letter, citing sources is exceptionally rare. Unlike academic
papers or research proposals, cover letters are typically personal statements of interest
and qualification. However, if you are applying for a role that specifically requires you to
reference external data, research, or prior publications of the company, and you feel a
citation is necessary for clarity or to demonstrate your understanding, the Chicago Manual
of Style provides two primary systems: notes and bibliography, and author-date. For a
cover letter, the author-date system, if a citation is absolutely unavoidable, would be the
most concise and practical option.

If you were to cite a publication within the body of your cover letter, for example,
mentioning a report by a specific author and year, it would appear parenthetically: (Smith
2022). If a bibliography were somehow required for a cover letter (which is highly
improbable), it would follow at the end. However, the overwhelming consensus for cover
letters is to avoid any form of citation unless explicitly requested or absolutely critical to
making a key point. In most cases, integrating information into your narrative without
formal citation is sufficient and maintains the letter's intended brevity.

Closing Remarks and Signatures

Formal Closing

Following your closing paragraph, you will include a formal closing. The standard
professional closing in business correspondence, aligning with the formality promoted by
CMOS, is "Sincerely,". Other acceptable options include "Respectfully,” or "Yours
faithfully," if you are not addressing a specific person. Always follow the closing with a
comma.

The choice of closing should reflect the overall tone of your letter. "Sincerely," is generally
the most versatile and widely accepted option for most professional contexts. It conveys a
sense of genuineness and respect.

Your Signature

Leave four blank lines below your formal closing for your handwritten signature. This
space is where you would physically sign your name if you were printing and mailing the



letter. Below this space, type your full name. This completes the formal structure of the
letter and is a standard convention in professional communication.

If you are submitting your cover letter electronically, you can insert a scanned image of
your signature or simply type your full name. Either method ensures the final presentation
is professional and complete, adhering to the expected layout of a formal letter.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

When applying Chicago style principles to cover letters, several common mistakes can
undermine your efforts. One of the most frequent is the misuse of punctuation, particularly
commas and colons, in contact information and salutations. Another pitfall is the inclusion
of unnecessary personal information or overly casual language. CMOS champions clarity
and conciseness, so rambling sentences or vague statements should be avoided.

Furthermore, failing to proofread meticulously for typos and grammatical errors is a
critical oversight. Even minor mistakes can convey a lack of attention to detail. Ensure
your formatting is consistent throughout the document, from the spacing between
paragraphs to the alignment of text. Adhering to the principles of professional
presentation, as underscored by CMOS, means presenting a polished and error-free
document that reflects your professionalism.

Formatting Inconsistencies

Inconsistencies in formatting, such as varying font styles or sizes, uneven spacing, or
inconsistent use of bullet points within the text, detract from the professional appearance
of your cover letter. CMOS emphasizes uniformity and order. Therefore, ensure that all
text adheres to a single, professional font (like Times New Roman or Arial) in a readable
size (typically 10-12 points), and that spacing between paragraphs and sections is
consistent. Margins should also be standard (e.g., 1 inch on all sides).

Using lists appropriately, as instructed by CMOS for breaking up dense text, can enhance
readability. However, these lists should also be consistently formatted within the
document. The goal is to create a visually appealing and easy-to-read document that
guides the reader's eye smoothly through your qualifications.

Grammar and Punctuation Errors

Grammar and punctuation errors are significant red flags in any professional document.
The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed guidance on correct usage, and applying
these principles is essential for a cover letter. Common errors include misplaced
apostrophes, incorrect subject-verb agreement, run-on sentences, and comma splices.
These errors can easily be avoided with careful proofreading and a basic understanding of



grammatical rules.

Paying close attention to detail in grammar and punctuation demonstrates your
commitment to accuracy and professionalism. It shows you respect the recipient's time
and that you take your communication seriously. A final read-through, or asking someone
else to review your letter, can help catch these mistakes.

Overly Casual or Informal Tone

While cover letters are personal, they are still formal business documents. Adopting an
overly casual or informal tone, characterized by slang, contractions (unless used sparingly
and strategically), or overly familiar language, is a common mistake that can alienate
potential employers. CMOS, in its guidance on professional writing, advocates for clear,
direct, and appropriate language for the intended audience and context. For a cover letter,
this means maintaining a respectful and professional demeanor throughout.

Strive for a tone that is confident, enthusiastic, and professional. Avoid using jargon that
the recipient might not understand, unless it's specific to the industry and commonly used.
The aim is to communicate your qualifications effectively and respectfully, making a
strong case for your candidacy without sounding unprofessional.

Forgetting Key Information

Another pitfall is omitting essential information that a hiring manager expects to find in a
cover letter. This includes clearly stating the position you are applying for, where you saw
the advertisement, and key qualifications that make you a suitable candidate. It also
includes ensuring your contact information is accurate and easy to find. CMOS’s emphasis
on logical structure and completeness is relevant here; the letter should provide all
necessary details without being overly verbose.

Double-checking that you have included all the vital components - your contact details, the
recipient's details, the date, a clear statement of purpose, supporting evidence of your
qualifications, and a call to action - is crucial. A comprehensive cover letter leaves no
room for ambiguity and effectively presents your candidacy.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style have specific rules
for cover letter formatting beyond general business
letter conventions?

A: While the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is primarily a guide for academic and
manuscript preparation, its foundational principles of clarity, consistency, and



professionalism are directly applicable to cover letters. CMOS doesn't offer a dedicated
chapter solely on cover letters, but its extensive guidelines on grammar, punctuation,
capitalization, and general document structure provide the framework for creating a
professional and well-formatted cover letter. The focus is on applying its core principles to
ensure a clear, error-free, and persuasive professional document.

Q: How should I format my name and address in a cover
letter according to Chicago style?

A: Following CMOS principles for professional correspondence, your contact information
should appear at the top of the letter. This includes your full name, street address, city,
state, and ZIP code, typically on separate lines. Below that, include your phone number
and professional email address, also on separate lines. The goal is clarity and easy
readability.

Q: Is there a specific way CMOS dictates how to date a
cover letter?

A: Yes, according to CMOS, dates should be written out in full. For a cover letter, this
means writing the date as "Month Day, Year," for example, "October 26, 2023." Avoid
abbreviations or numerical formats for the date to maintain formality and consistency.

Q: How does Chicago Manual of Style advise on
salutations in cover letters?

A: CMOS recommends formal salutations. For a cover letter, this typically means using
"Dear Mr./Ms./Dr. [Last Name]:". If you are unsure of the recipient's gender or preferred
title, using their full name, "Dear [First Name] [Last Name]:," is an acceptable alternative.
A colon should always follow the salutation in a business letter.

Q: When writing a cover letter, should I use
contractions if I am following Chicago style?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises against the overuse of contractions in
formal writing to maintain a professional tone. While some contractions might be
acceptable in very specific contexts or to achieve a particular voice, it is safer and more in
line with CMOS principles to avoid them in a cover letter to ensure a formal and
authoritative presentation.

Q: Does Chicago style require me to cite information
from my resume in a cover letter?

A: No, the Chicago Manual of Style does not require you to cite information from your
resume within a cover letter. Cover letters are narrative documents where you highlight



and expand upon your resume's key points. Formal citations are reserved for academic or
research-based writing, which is not the primary function of a cover letter.

Q: What are the key principles of Chicago style that are
most relevant to cover letter writing?

A: The most relevant principles from CMOS for cover letters are those related to clarity,
consistency, accuracy, and professional presentation. This includes correct grammar and
punctuation, logical organization of content, proper formatting of dates and addresses,
and the use of formal language. The emphasis is on creating a polished, error-free
document that conveys competence.

Q: If I need to mention a source in my cover letter, how
should I do it according to Chicago style?

A: Citing sources in a cover letter is very rare, but if absolutely necessary, the author-date
system is usually the most concise. For example, you might write "(Smith 2022)."
However, it's generally preferable to integrate information into your narrative without
formal citation to maintain the letter's brevity and professional flow. Avoid footnotes or
endnotes unless specifically instructed.
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