
chicago manual of style for resume
writing

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected authority on
grammar, usage, punctuation, and citation. While it's most commonly
associated with academic papers and book publishing, its principles can
significantly enhance the clarity, professionalism, and impact of your
resume. Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for resume writing means
applying its rigorous standards to ensure your professional narrative is
impeccably presented, error-free, and strategically aligned with best
practices. This article delves into how to leverage CMOS guidelines for
crafting a compelling resume, covering everything from punctuation and
capitalization to formatting and the subtle nuances of professional language.
We will explore the foundational elements of CMOS and how they translate
directly into a more polished and persuasive job application document.
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Understanding the Core Principles of CMOS for
Resumes

The Chicago Manual of Style, in its essence, promotes clarity, consistency,
and accuracy. When adapting these principles for a resume, the primary goal
is to present your qualifications and experience in a manner that is easily
digestible and professionally compelling to a hiring manager. This involves a
commitment to precision in every detail, from the smallest punctuation mark
to the overall flow of information. A resume guided by CMOS principles
demonstrates a meticulous attention to detail, a trait highly valued in any
professional setting.

Applying CMOS isn't about rigidly adhering to every single rule designed for
academic prose. Instead, it's about adopting the spirit of its guidelines to
create a document that is both technically correct and strategically
effective. This means focusing on areas that directly impact readability and
perception. For instance, consistent use of capitalization and punctuation,
even in bullet points, elevates the perceived professionalism of your resume.
It signals that you take your application seriously and have invested the
time to present yourself at your best.

The Importance of Consistency

Consistency is perhaps the most critical takeaway from the Chicago Manual of
Style when it comes to resume writing. Whether you are using periods at the
end of bullet points or not, you must choose one style and apply it uniformly
throughout your resume. This applies to date formats, verb tenses in



experience descriptions, and even how you list your contact information.
Inconsistency can be distracting and can lead a reader to question your
attention to detail. CMOS emphasizes that a uniform approach makes a document
easier to read and understand, which is paramount for a resume where
recruiters often scan quickly.

Clarity and Conciseness

While CMOS provides extensive guidance on complex sentence structures and
stylistic choices for longer works, its underlying principles of clarity and
conciseness are directly applicable to resume writing. Every word on your
resume should serve a purpose. Avoid jargon unless it's industry-standard and
essential for conveying your skills. The goal is to communicate your value
proposition efficiently and effectively. This means stripping away
unnecessary words and ensuring that your accomplishments are stated directly
and impactfully, much like how CMOS advocates for unambiguous language in
academic writing.

Punctuation Precision: Applying CMOS to Resume
Elements

Punctuation is a cornerstone of the Chicago Manual of Style, and its precise
application on a resume can significantly differentiate a polished document
from a mediocre one. While resumes often employ shorter, punchier phrasing
than academic essays, the fundamental rules of punctuation still apply.
Paying close attention to commas, periods, semicolons, and apostrophes
ensures grammatical correctness and enhances readability, preventing
misinterpretations that could otherwise arise.

Periods in Bullet Points

One common question regarding resume punctuation is whether to use periods at
the end of bullet points describing job responsibilities or achievements. The
Chicago Manual of Style offers flexibility here, but consistency is key. For
bullet points that function as complete sentences, ending them with a period
is grammatically sound. However, if your bullet points are phrased as
fragments or phrases, omitting periods is also acceptable. The critical CMOS
principle is to maintain uniformity. If you decide to use periods for some
bullet points, use them for all. If you opt to omit them, do so across the
board. Many modern resume styles favor omitting periods for stylistic
conciseness, but consult CMOS for the grammatical justification of either
choice.

Commas and Series

When listing skills, responsibilities, or achievements in a series within a
bullet point or a skills section, the use of commas follows standard CMOS
rules. The serial comma (or Oxford comma) – the comma before the conjunction
in a list of three or more items – is generally recommended by CMOS for
clarity. For example, "Managed social media, drafted press releases, and
analyzed campaign performance." While some style guides omit this comma, CMOS



advocates for its inclusion to prevent potential ambiguity. Applying this to
your resume ensures your lists are crystal clear, leaving no room for
misinterpretation.

Apostrophes for Possession and Contractions

The correct use of apostrophes for possession is vital. For instance, "the
company's growth" is correct, not "the companys growth." Similarly,
possessive pronouns like "its" do not use apostrophes. While resumes
typically avoid contractions, if one were to appear (though highly
discouraged for professional documents), CMOS principles would apply. The
primary concern for resume writing here is ensuring that any possessive nouns
are correctly formed, demonstrating a fundamental grasp of English grammar.

Semicolons and Colons

Semicolons are used to connect closely related independent clauses. While
less common in brief resume bullet points, they can be useful for more
descriptive achievement statements. For example, "Successfully launched three
new product lines; each exceeded initial sales projections by 20%." Colons
are used to introduce lists, explanations, or elaborations. In a resume, a
colon might be used to introduce a list of key responsibilities after a job
title, though the more common approach is often a simple bulleted list.
Regardless of use, adhering to CMOS guidelines for these punctuation marks
ensures grammatical accuracy.

Capitalization Conventions: Ensuring
Consistency and Professionalism

Capitalization is another area where the Chicago Manual of Style provides
clear guidelines that translate directly into professional resume writing.
Consistent and correct capitalization makes your resume look polished and
demonstrates attention to detail. Deviating from standard capitalization can
make a document appear sloppy or unprofessional.

Job Titles and Department Names

According to CMOS, job titles are generally capitalized when they are used as
a formal title preceding a name or when they function as a proper noun. In a
resume, your job title, such as "Senior Marketing Manager" or "Lead Software
Engineer," should always be capitalized. Similarly, department names within a
company, like "Human Resources Department" or "Research and Development," are
typically capitalized. Consistency is crucial here; if you capitalize one job
title, capitalize all others on your resume.

Company Names and Brand Names

Company names and brand names should always be capitalized as they are proper
nouns. For example, "Microsoft," "Google," and "Apple" must be capitalized.
When listing companies you've worked for or brands you've managed, ensure



their capitalization is accurate according to their official branding. This
reinforces your professional presentation and attention to detail.

Skill and Technology Lists

When listing technical skills or software proficiencies, capitalization
typically follows the naming conventions of those skills or technologies. For
instance, programming languages like "Python," "Java," and "JavaScript" are
capitalized. Software names such as "Microsoft Excel," "Adobe Photoshop," and
"Salesforce" are also capitalized. For general skills like "communication" or
"leadership," they are typically not capitalized unless they are part of a
formal heading or title. Following CMOS principles here means respecting the
established capitalization of proper nouns and specific terms.

Acronyms and Abbreviations

CMOS provides guidance on the use and capitalization of acronyms and
abbreviations. When an acronym is first introduced, it's often best to spell
out the full term followed by the acronym in parentheses, though this is less
common on a resume due to space constraints. If an acronym is widely known
and understood within your industry, you can typically use it directly after
its first instance, or even from the start. Ensure that all acronyms are
consistently capitalized throughout your resume. For example, "KPI" (Key
Performance Indicator) should consistently appear as "KPI," not "kpi" or
"Kpi."

Formatting and Layout: CMOS-Inspired Resume
Design

While the Chicago Manual of Style doesn't offer a specific chapter on resume
formatting, its emphasis on clarity, readability, and professional
presentation can guide your design choices. The goal is to create a document
that is aesthetically pleasing, easy to scan, and adheres to professional
standards, much like how CMOS ensures a well-structured and accessible
printed work.

Font Choice and Size

CMOS recommends using readable fonts. For resumes, this translates to
choosing professional, sans-serif or serif fonts that are common and easy on
the eyes. Examples include Arial, Calibri, Times New Roman, or Georgia. A
font size between 10 and 12 points is generally recommended for the body
text, with slightly larger sizes for headings. This ensures legibility, a key
tenet of clear communication that CMOS champions.

Margins and White Space

Adequate white space is crucial for readability, a principle that aligns with
CMOS's focus on creating a visually organized and accessible document.
Standard margins of at least 0.5 to 1 inch on all sides of the page are



advisable. This prevents the resume from looking cramped and allows the
reader's eye to move comfortably across the content. Generous white space
makes the resume feel less overwhelming and more professional.

Section Headings

Consistent formatting of section headings is important. Whether you use
bolding, a slightly larger font size, or a combination, ensure that all
section headings (e.g., "Work Experience," "Education," "Skills") are
formatted identically. This visual consistency, a hallmark of CMOS-approved
documents, helps the reader navigate your resume quickly and efficiently.

Date Formatting

Inconsistent date formatting can be a major red flag on a resume. The Chicago
Manual of Style has specific rules for date formatting, but for resume
purposes, the key is consistency. Choose one format and stick to it. Common
and clear formats include:

Month Day, Year (e.g., October 26, 2023)

Month Year (e.g., October 2023)

Year – Year (e.g., 2020 – 2023)

Ensure that the format used for employment dates, educational dates, and any
other date-related information is uniform across the entire document.

Language and Tone: Professionalism Through CMOS
Lens

The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes precise language and a formal,
objective tone. These principles are vital for crafting a resume that conveys
professionalism and competence. A resume is a professional document, and the
language used should reflect that, avoiding casual expressions or overly
subjective statements.

Action Verbs

CMOS would approve of the strong emphasis on using action verbs to describe
responsibilities and achievements on a resume. Starting bullet points with
powerful verbs like "Managed," "Developed," "Implemented," "Achieved," and
"Analyzed" makes your contributions sound more dynamic and impactful. These
verbs clearly convey what you did and the scope of your involvement, aligning
with the CMOS directive for clear and precise language.

Conciseness and Avoiding Jargon

As mentioned earlier, conciseness is paramount. CMOS advocates for clear,



direct writing, and this is magnified on a resume where space is limited.
Eliminate unnecessary adverbs and adjectives. If a technical term or industry
jargon is essential for conveying a specific skill or accomplishment, use it,
but ensure it's universally understood within your target industry. Avoid
overly complex sentence structures; aim for direct, impactful statements.

Objective vs. Summary Statements

The tone of your resume summary or objective statement should be professional
and forward-looking. While CMOS doesn't dictate resume content, its
principles of clarity and purpose would support a well-articulated summary
that highlights your key qualifications and career goals concisely. Avoid
informal language or making definitive claims without evidence.

Specific Resume Sections and CMOS Application

Each section of your resume can benefit from a careful application of CMOS
principles, ensuring consistency and clarity. From your contact information
to your education and experience, attention to detail matters.

Contact Information

Your name, phone number, email address, and LinkedIn profile URL (if
applicable) should be presented clearly and professionally. Follow standard
formatting for phone numbers and email addresses. While CMOS has specific
formatting for citations, the general principle of accuracy and clarity
applies. Ensure your email address is professional (e.g.,
firstname.lastname@email.com).

Work Experience Section

This is where action verbs, consistent date formatting, and clear
descriptions of responsibilities and achievements are crucial. Follow CMOS's
emphasis on precision by quantifying your accomplishments whenever possible.
For example, instead of "Increased sales," write "Increased quarterly sales
by 15% through targeted marketing campaigns." This specificity aligns with
the clarity that CMOS promotes.

Education Section

List your degrees, institutions, and graduation dates clearly. Follow a
consistent format for degrees (e.g., Bachelor of Arts, Master of Science) and
the names of institutions. If you include GPA, ensure it's presented
consistently, and consider if it meets the threshold for inclusion based on
CMOS's principles of relevance and clarity.



Skills Section

This section should be a concise list of your relevant hard and soft skills.
Capitalize technical skills and software names correctly. Ensure that the
overall presentation is clean and easy to scan. The Chicago Manual of Style
would likely endorse a well-organized and clearly presented list of
competencies.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Even with a good understanding of resume best practices, common errors can
creep in. Applying the rigor of the Chicago Manual of Style helps to avoid
these pitfalls by emphasizing attention to detail and consistency.

Inconsistent Formatting

This is the most prevalent issue. It includes varying font styles or sizes,
inconsistent spacing between sections, different date formats, or the
sporadic use of periods at the end of bullet points. To avoid this, create a
template and stick to it, or meticulously review your document section by
section for uniformity.

Typos and Grammatical Errors

The Chicago Manual of Style is the definitive guide to grammar and
punctuation. Any typo or grammatical error on a resume directly undermines
your credibility. Proofread your resume multiple times, and consider having a
trusted colleague or professional review it. Reading your resume backward,
sentence by sentence, can help catch errors you might otherwise overlook.

Overuse of Jargon or Buzzwords

While industry-specific terms can be important, their overuse can make a
resume sound generic and insincere. CMOS promotes clear, direct language.
Focus on clearly articulating your unique skills and achievements rather than
relying on clichés or overused buzzwords.

Lack of Quantifiable Achievements

A resume that lists duties without demonstrating impact is less effective.
CMOS encourages precision and evidence. Where possible, quantify your
achievements with numbers, percentages, or specific outcomes to showcase the
tangible value you brought to previous roles.

Poor Readability

A resume that is dense, cluttered, or uses unconventional formatting will be
difficult to read. Following CMOS-inspired principles of white space, clear
headings, and legible fonts ensures your resume is accessible and engaging



for the reader, making your qualifications stand out.

FAQ

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style have specific
rules for resume formatting?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily focuses on academic and book
publishing standards. While it doesn't offer a dedicated chapter on resume
formatting, its underlying principles of clarity, consistency, and
professional presentation are highly applicable to designing an effective
resume.

Q: Should I use the serial comma in my resume's
bullet points if listing items?
A: Yes, adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style's recommendation for the
serial (Oxford) comma in lists of three or more items enhances clarity on
your resume. For example, "Managed social media, drafted press releases, and
analyzed performance."

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style advise on
capitalization for job titles and company names on a
resume?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style dictates that proper nouns, including company
names and formal job titles when used as designations, should be capitalized.
This means "Senior Project Manager" and "Acme Corporation" are correctly
capitalized.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on
using periods at the end of resume bullet points?
A: CMOS offers flexibility. If your bullet points are complete sentences,
ending them with a period is grammatically correct. If they are phrases or
fragments, omitting periods is acceptable. The most crucial aspect from a
CMOS perspective is consistent application throughout your resume.

Q: How can I ensure consistency in my resume's
language and tone, guided by CMOS principles?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes clarity, conciseness, and an
objective tone. For your resume, this means using strong action verbs,
avoiding jargon where possible, and maintaining a professional, results-
oriented voice throughout all sections.



Q: Are there specific CMOS rules for formatting dates
on a resume?
A: While CMOS provides detailed date formatting for other contexts, for
resumes, the primary guideline is consistency. Choose one clear format (e.g.,
Month Year, or Month Day, Year) and apply it uniformly to all dates on your
resume.

Q: How can CMOS principles help me avoid typos and
grammatical errors on my resume?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style is an authoritative guide on grammar,
punctuation, and usage. By familiarizing yourself with its standards and
applying them diligently, you significantly reduce the likelihood of errors,
ensuring a more professional presentation of your qualifications.

Q: When listing skills or technologies on a resume,
how does CMOS inform capitalization choices?
A: CMOS principles suggest capitalizing proper nouns and specific brand
names. Therefore, technical skills and software names like "Python," "Java,"
"Microsoft Excel," and "Adobe Photoshop" should be capitalized according to
their standard usage.
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