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The Chicago Manual of Style for Dissertations: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style for dissertations serves as a cornerstone for academic writing,
providing a standardized framework that ensures clarity, consistency, and credibility in scholarly
work. Navigating its intricacies is crucial for any graduate student undertaking the monumental task
of a dissertation or thesis. This comprehensive guide will delve deep into the essential elements of
applying the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) to dissertation formatting, citation, and overall
presentation. We will explore everything from the meticulous requirements of front matter and back
matter to the nuanced rules of in-text citations and bibliographical entries. Understanding these
guidelines not only facilitates the submission process but also elevates the professionalism and
scholarly rigor of your research. Whether you are dealing with footnotes, endnotes, or a
bibliography, mastering CMOS is an investment in your academic success.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for
Dissertations

The Chicago Manual of Style, often abbreviated as CMOS or CMS, is one of the most widely
respected and comprehensive style guides in academic publishing. For dissertations and theses,
adhering to its principles is not merely a suggestion but often a requirement mandated by
universities and academic departments. Its detailed instructions cover a vast spectrum of writing
and citation practices, aiming to promote uniformity and enable readers to locate and evaluate
sources with ease. The latest edition, the 17th, provides updated guidance on digital sources,
inclusivity, and various stylistic nuances that are particularly relevant to contemporary scholarship.

The primary goal of employing a style manual like Chicago for a dissertation is to present research
in a clear, organized, and professional manner. This consistency allows readers to focus on the



content of your research rather than being distracted by variations in formatting or citation.
Universities typically adopt CMOS because of its thoroughness and its flexibility, offering two
primary systems for citation: the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system.
Understanding which system your institution prefers is the first critical step in applying CMOS to
your dissertation.

Key Components of Dissertation Formatting

Dissertation formatting according to the Chicago Manual of Style involves meticulous attention to
detail across several distinct sections. Each part of the dissertation has specific requirements that
contribute to its overall coherence and professional presentation. From the preliminary pages to the
concluding sections, every element plays a role in communicating the seriousness and academic
integrity of your work.

Front Matter Requirements

The front matter of a dissertation, preceding the main body of text, is a standardized set of pages
that introduce the work. This includes the title page, copyright page, table of contents, list of
figures, list of tables, and acknowledgments. The title page must contain specific information,
typically including the dissertation title, author's name, degree sought, department, university, and
date of submission. The table of contents should accurately reflect the headings and page numbers
of the dissertation, providing a roadmap for readers. Likewise, lists of figures and tables should be
meticulously compiled to help readers quickly locate visual or tabular data.

The Main Body of the Dissertation

This is the core of your research, encompassing your introduction, literature review, methodology,
findings, discussion, and conclusion. Within the main body, adherence to CMOS extends to the
formatting of headings, subheadings, the consistent use of fonts and line spacing, and the correct
placement of quotations and citations. Chapters should typically begin on a new page, and the
overall structure should be logical and easy to follow, guided by the conventions established in the
Chicago Manual of Style.

Back Matter Elements

The back matter, following the main text, typically includes the bibliography or works cited,
appendices, and an index if applicable. The bibliography is a critical component, providing a
comprehensive list of all sources consulted and cited in the dissertation. Appendices house
supplementary material that might be too extensive or detailed for the main text, such as raw data,
questionnaires, or lengthy interview transcripts. The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed
instructions for organizing and formatting these sections to ensure clarity and accessibility.



Citation Styles within Chicago

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two distinct systems for academic citation, each with its own
conventions and applications. Universities will typically specify which system is preferred for
dissertations, so it is imperative to confirm this requirement with your advisor or department.

The Notes-Bibliography System

This system, perhaps the most traditional and widely recognized within CMOS, uses numbered
footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within the text. Each citation in the text corresponds to a
numbered note, providing full bibliographic details for the first mention of a source and shortened
versions for subsequent mentions. The bibliography at the end of the dissertation lists all sources in
alphabetical order by author's last name, formatted in a specific manner that mirrors the information
provided in the notes. This system is often favored in the humanities and arts.

The Author-Date System

The author-date system, commonly used in the sciences and social sciences, employs parenthetical
citations within the text. These citations typically include the author's last name and the year of
publication, and sometimes a page number if a specific passage is being referenced. For example,
(Smith 2020, 123). Like the notes-bibliography system, the author-date system requires a
comprehensive reference list or bibliography at the end of the dissertation, which provides the full
bibliographic information for all in-text citations. This system offers a more concise in-text citation
format.

Formatting Text and Elements

Beyond citation, the Chicago Manual of Style dictates precise rules for the presentation of text and
various elements within a dissertation. These rules ensure a consistent and professional appearance.

Typography and Layout

CMOS provides guidance on font choices, font sizes, margins, and line spacing. Generally,
dissertations are expected to use a standard, legible font such as Times New Roman or Arial,
typically in 12-point size. Margins are usually set at one inch on all sides, although specific
university requirements may vary. Double-spacing is often the norm for the main body of the text,
with single-spacing reserved for block quotations, footnotes, and bibliographic entries. The
consistent application of these typographic rules is crucial for readability.



Headings and Subheadings

The Chicago Manual of Style offers flexibility in structuring headings and subheadings, but
consistency is paramount. Typically, chapter titles are centered and capitalized, while subheadings
are indented and follow a hierarchical system (e.g., first-level subheadings might be italicized and
sentence case, second-level subheadings might be indented and bolded). The key is to establish a
clear visual hierarchy that guides the reader through the dissertation's structure.

Tables and Figures

When incorporating tables and figures into your dissertation, CMOS provides specific guidelines for
their titling, numbering, and placement. Tables are typically introduced with a number and a
descriptive title, and their content is presented in rows and columns. Figures, which include charts,
graphs, maps, and illustrations, are also numbered sequentially and accompanied by captions. Both
tables and figures should be referenced in the text, and their placement should be as close as
possible to their first mention. The Chicago Manual of Style details the formatting for captions,
notes, and source information associated with these visual elements.

Footnotes and Endnotes

For dissertations utilizing the notes-bibliography system, footnotes and endnotes are the primary
method of citation. Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the reference is made, while
endnotes are collected at the end of the chapter or the entire document. The Chicago Manual of
Style provides specific formatting for both first and subsequent citations of various source types,
including books, articles, websites, and unpublished materials.

Formatting Notes

Each note begins with a superscript Arabic numeral corresponding to the note number in the text.
For the first reference to a source, the note includes all necessary bibliographic details. Subsequent
references to the same source use a shortened form, typically including the author's last name, a
shortened title (if necessary to distinguish from other works by the same author), and the page
number. If a source is cited consecutively, the abbreviation "Ibid." (meaning "in the same place")
may be used, followed by a page number if different.

When to Use Notes

Notes are not solely for bibliographic references. They can also be used for supplementary
information, explanatory asides, or to draw the reader's attention to related discussions within the
text. This allows the main body of the dissertation to flow smoothly without interruption by
tangential but potentially valuable information. The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance on



when it is appropriate to use notes for such purposes.

The Bibliography

Whether using the notes-bibliography or author-date system, a bibliography or reference list is an
indispensable part of a dissertation. This section provides a complete and organized record of all
sources consulted and cited in your work, allowing readers to locate and verify your information.
The Chicago Manual of Style outlines precise rules for the order, punctuation, and capitalization of
entries in the bibliography.

Structure and Alphabetization

Entries in the bibliography are always alphabetized by the author's last name. If a work has no
author, it is alphabetized by the first significant word of the title. The Chicago Manual of Style
provides detailed instructions for handling entries with multiple authors, corporate authors, and
works with no author listed. Each entry must contain all the necessary information to identify and
retrieve the source, including author, title, publication details, and page numbers where applicable.

Formatting Different Source Types

CMOS offers specific formats for a wide array of source types. For books, this typically includes the
author's name (last name first), full title (italicized), place of publication, publisher, and year of
publication. For journal articles, it includes the author's name, article title, journal title (italicized),
volume and issue numbers, and the range of pages. Electronic sources, such as websites and online
articles, require specific elements such as URLs and access dates, as outlined in the latest edition of
the manual.

Common Challenges and Solutions

Adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style for dissertations can present various challenges.
Recognizing these common hurdles and understanding how CMOS addresses them can significantly
ease the process.

Handling Complex Source Types

One common difficulty arises when dealing with less common or complex source types, such as
unpublished dissertations, government documents, musical scores, or artistic works. The Chicago
Manual of Style provides specific, albeit sometimes intricate, guidelines for citing these materials.
The key is to meticulously consult the relevant sections of the manual and to be consistent in



applying the chosen format, even if it requires careful interpretation.

Ensuring Consistency Across the Document

Maintaining absolute consistency in formatting and citation throughout a lengthy document like a
dissertation is a significant undertaking. Minor variations in spacing, punctuation, or capitalization
can be overlooked during the writing process. Implementing a rigorous proofreading and editing
process, ideally with fresh eyes, is essential. Utilizing word processing tools to search for and
correct inconsistencies can also be helpful, but human review remains critical for catching nuances.

University-Specific Modifications

While the Chicago Manual of Style provides a comprehensive framework, universities and
departments often have their own specific formatting requirements that may modify or supplement
CMOS. These modifications can relate to margins, page numbering, the order of front and back
matter, or even specific citation details. It is crucial to obtain and thoroughly review your
institution's dissertation guidelines and to consult with your advisor regularly to ensure compliance.
Often, these institutional guidelines will explicitly state which edition of CMOS to use and highlight
any deviations.

Citing Digital and Electronic Sources

With the proliferation of online resources, citing digital and electronic sources presents ongoing
challenges. The Chicago Manual of Style, particularly the 17th edition, offers extensive guidance on
citing everything from websites and blogs to social media and datasets. Key elements often include
the author (if available), title of the specific page or content, website name, publication date (if
available), and a URL or DOI. For web pages that may change, including an access date is also
recommended. The primary goal is to provide enough information for the reader to locate the
resource as it was when you accessed it.

When to Consult CMOS and Advisors

There will inevitably be instances where a specific situation is not clearly covered by the manual or
your university's guidelines. In such cases, the best approach is twofold: first, consult the Chicago
Manual of Style thoroughly, looking for the closest analogous situation. Second, and perhaps most
importantly, discuss the ambiguity with your dissertation advisor. Their experience and
understanding of academic conventions will provide invaluable guidance and ensure you make a
decision that aligns with scholarly expectations.

FAQ Section



Q: What is the primary difference between the notes-
bibliography and author-date systems in the Chicago Manual
of Style for dissertations?
A: The notes-bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations, providing full
bibliographic details in the notes and a bibliography at the end. The author-date system uses
parenthetical citations (e.g., (Author Year, Page)) within the text, followed by a reference list at the
end.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style dictate specific font types
and sizes for dissertations?
A: While CMOS provides recommendations, specific font types and sizes are often dictated by
individual university or departmental guidelines. Generally, legible fonts like Times New Roman or
Arial in 12-point size are preferred, with specific rules for different elements like footnotes.

Q: How should I handle block quotations in a dissertation
using the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Block quotations (typically 5 or more lines of prose) should be set off from the main text, usually
by indenting the entire quotation and omitting quotation marks. They are typically single-spaced,
and the citation follows the closing punctuation.

Q: What is the importance of the bibliography in a dissertation
formatted with the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The bibliography is crucial for providing a complete and organized record of all sources cited in
the dissertation, allowing readers to locate and verify your research. CMOS specifies exact
formatting for entries to ensure clarity and consistency.

Q: Can I use "Ibid." for consecutive citations in my
dissertation if I'm using the notes-bibliography system?
A: Yes, if a source is cited in full or in shortened form in one note and then cited again in the
immediately following note, and if it is the exact same source and page, you can use "Ibid." If the
page number changes, you would use "Ibid." followed by the new page number.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style guide the formatting
of appendices in a dissertation?
A: Appendices are typically placed at the end of the dissertation, after the bibliography. Each
appendix should be clearly labeled (e.g., Appendix A, Appendix B) and have a descriptive title. CMOS
provides guidelines on the internal formatting of appendix content.



Q: What should I do if my university's dissertation guidelines
conflict with the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Always prioritize your university's specific dissertation guidelines. These institutional
requirements supersede the general recommendations of CMOS. It is advisable to clarify any
discrepancies with your dissertation advisor or the graduate studies office.

Q: Is there a specific way to cite online sources that might
change over time, such as web pages or blog posts, according
to CMOS?
A: Yes, for online sources that are subject to change, CMOS recommends including the most specific
URL or DOI available and often an access date to indicate when the material was viewed, as the
content might be updated or removed.
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