
chicago manual of style formatting best practices

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected style guide that provides comprehensive

rules for manuscript preparation and citation. Mastering Chicago Manual of Style formatting best

practices is crucial for academics, authors, editors, and anyone aiming for polished, professional

writing. This guide will delve into the core principles of CMOS, covering everything from citation styles

and manuscript preparation to the nuances of grammar and punctuation. We will explore how to

effectively implement Chicago style to ensure clarity, consistency, and adherence to established

academic and publishing standards. Understanding these best practices will not only elevate the

quality of your work but also streamline the publishing process.

Table of Contents

Understanding the Two Chicago Citation Styles: Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date

Manuscript Preparation: The Foundation of Chicago Style

In-Text Citations: Notes-Bibliography System

In-Text Citations: Author-Date System

The Bibliography or Reference List

Punctuation and Grammar in Chicago Style

Capitalization and Titles

Numbers and Units

Tables and Figures

Proofreading and Finalizing Your Chicago-Style Document

Understanding the Two Chicago Citation Styles: Notes-

Bibliography and Author-Date

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers two primary citation systems: the Notes-Bibliography (NB)

system and the Author-Date (AD) system. Each system serves different disciplines and publication



types. The NB system is more common in the humanities, such as literature, history, and the arts, and

uses footnotes or endnotes for citations, accompanied by a bibliography at the end of the work. The

AD system is generally preferred in the sciences and social sciences, using parenthetical in-text

citations that include the author's last name and the publication year, also followed by a reference list.

Choosing the correct system is the first critical step in applying Chicago Manual of Style formatting

best practices.

The NB system allows for detailed explanatory notes and the inclusion of supplementary information

that might interrupt the flow of the main text. These notes are numbered consecutively throughout the

manuscript and correspond to numbered superscripts in the text. The bibliography then provides a

comprehensive list of all sources cited, offering readers an avenue for further exploration. Conversely,

the AD system prioritizes conciseness within the main text, relegating source attribution to brief

parenthetical references that are readily supported by the comprehensive reference list at the end.

Manuscript Preparation: The Foundation of Chicago Style

Before diving into the intricacies of citation and prose, proper manuscript preparation is paramount

when following Chicago Manual of Style formatting best practices. This involves ensuring that your

document is clean, organized, and adheres to general formatting guidelines that facilitate editing and

typesetting. Key elements include consistent margins, page numbering, and the correct use of

headings and subheadings. A well-prepared manuscript demonstrates professionalism and respect for

the editorial process.

Formatting General Text and Paragraphs

In Chicago style, paragraphs are typically block style, meaning there is no indentation for the first line

of a paragraph. Instead, a full blank line separates each paragraph. This creates a clean, modern look

that is easy to read. However, some publishers may request traditional indentation for the first line of



paragraphs, so it's always wise to check specific submission guidelines. Consistency is the watchword

here; once a convention is chosen, it must be applied uniformly throughout the document.

Page Numbering and Running Heads

Page numbering in Chicago style is straightforward. Pages are numbered consecutively, usually

starting with the first page of the main text, excluding front matter like the title page. Page numbers are

typically placed in the upper right-hand corner of the page. Running heads, or headers, can also be

included, often repeating the title of the work or a shortened version. These elements contribute to the

overall structure and navigability of the document.

In-Text Citations: Notes-Bibliography System

The Notes-Bibliography (NB) system in Chicago Manual of Style formatting best practices relies on

numbered notes, either footnotes or endnotes, to cite sources. Footnotes appear at the bottom of the

page where the reference occurs, while endnotes are collected at the end of the chapter or the entire

book. The first citation of a source in a note is typically a full citation, while subsequent citations of the

same source are shortened.

Full Citations in Notes

A full note citation includes all necessary bibliographical information to identify the source uniquely. For

a book, this generally includes the author's full name, the title of the book in italics, the publication

information (city, publisher, year), and the specific page number(s) referenced. For example: 1. Jane

Doe, The History of Everything (New York: Academic Press, 2023), 45.



Shortened Citations in Notes

After the initial full citation, subsequent references to the same source are abbreviated. This typically

involves the author's last name, a shortened title of the work (if the title is long), and the page number.

For example: 2. Doe, History of Everything, 78. If citing the immediately preceding source again, the

Latin abbreviation "Ibid." (meaning "in the same place") can be used, followed by the new page

number if different. For instance: 3. Ibid., 79. If citing the same source but a different page, it would

be: 4. Ibid., 80.

In-Text Citations: Author-Date System

The Author-Date (AD) system provides a more concise in-text citation method, ideal for disciplines

where rapid verification of sources is important. Chicago Manual of Style formatting best practices for

the AD system involve embedding parenthetical citations directly within the text. These citations usually

consist of the author's last name and the year of publication. Page numbers are typically included only

when quoting directly or referencing specific information.

Parenthetical Citations

When using the Author-Date system, the parenthetical citation follows the material being referenced.

For a book by Jane Doe published in 2023, a citation might look like this: (Doe 2023). If you are

quoting directly or referring to a specific passage, you would include the page number: (Doe 2023, 45).

If the author's name is mentioned in the text, it does not need to be repeated in the parenthetical

citation: As Jane Doe argues, the world is complex (2023, 45).



Citing Multiple Authors and Works

Citing multiple authors requires specific formatting. For two authors, both names are included,

separated by "and": (Doe and Smith 2023). For three or more authors, the first author's last name is

followed by "et al.": (Doe et al. 2023). When citing multiple works by the same author in the same

year, a letter is appended to the year: (Doe 2023a). If citing multiple sources in a single parenthetical

citation, they are alphabetized by author's last name and separated by semicolons: (Doe 2023; Smith

2022; Jones 2021).

The Bibliography or Reference List

Whether using the Notes-Bibliography or Author-Date system, a comprehensive list of all cited sources

must be provided at the end of the document. This list, titled "Bibliography" for the NB system and

"References" for the AD system, is crucial for Chicago Manual of Style formatting best practices. It

allows readers to locate the full details of every source mentioned in the text.

Formatting the Bibliography/Reference List

Entries in the bibliography or reference list are alphabetized by the author's last name. For books, the

author's name is listed as last name, first name. The title of the book is italicized. For journal articles,

the article title is enclosed in quotation marks, and the journal title is italicized. Consistent formatting

for each entry is vital. For example, a book entry in the NB bibliography might look like: Doe, Jane.

The History of Everything. New York: Academic Press, 2023. An article entry in the AD reference list

might be: Smith, John. "The Evolution of Language." Linguistic Journal 15, no. 2 (2022): 112-130.



Order of Elements and Punctuation

The order of elements within each citation—author, title, publication information, page numbers—and

the punctuation used are highly specific in Chicago style. For books, the publication city, publisher, and

year are generally presented together. For articles, the volume and issue numbers, year, and page

range are critical. Meticulous attention to detail in this area is a hallmark of adherence to Chicago

Manual of Style formatting best practices.

Punctuation and Grammar in Chicago Style

Beyond citation, Chicago Manual of Style formatting best practices extend to punctuation and

grammar, ensuring clarity and precision in prose. CMOS offers specific guidance on the use of

commas, semicolons, colons, em dashes, and apostrophes, aiming for consistency and avoiding

ambiguity.

The Oxford Comma

One of the most recognizable aspects of Chicago style is its strong recommendation for the use of the

serial or Oxford comma. This comma is placed before the conjunction in a list of three or more items.

For example: "The report discussed apples, oranges, and bananas." While some style guides omit this

comma, its inclusion in Chicago style often prevents misinterpretation and improves readability.

Em Dashes vs. Hyphens

Chicago style distinguishes between em dashes and hyphens. Em dashes (—) are longer and are used

to set off parenthetical elements, indicate a break in thought, or create emphasis. Hyphens (-) are



shorter and are used to join words, such as in compound adjectives (e.g., "well-known author"). Proper

usage of these punctuation marks enhances the flow and clarity of your writing.

Capitalization and Titles

Capitalization rules in Chicago style can be nuanced, particularly when it comes to titles of works and

headings. Understanding these rules is essential for applying Chicago Manual of Style formatting best

practices correctly. CMOS follows a principle of "title case" for most titles of books, articles, and other

creative works, capitalizing major words and leaving minor ones lowercase.

Capitalization of Titles

For the titles of books, articles, journals, and other creative works, Chicago style generally capitalizes

the first word of the title and subtitle, as well as all other major words (nouns, pronouns, verbs,

adjectives, adverbs, and some conjunctions and prepositions). Minor words such as articles (a, an,

the) and prepositions and conjunctions of three letters or fewer (e.g., of, in, on, and, but, or) are

typically lowercased unless they are the first or last word of the title or subtitle. For example: The

Elements of Style, A History of the American Civil War.

Capitalization of Headings

Headings within a manuscript should also follow consistent capitalization rules. CMOS recommends

capitalizing the first word of a heading and any proper nouns. Subheadings often follow the same

pattern. The specific style of capitalization for headings may vary depending on the publisher's

preferences, but consistency within the document is key.



Numbers and Units

Chicago Manual of Style formatting best practices provide clear guidelines for the representation of

numbers and units of measurement to ensure precision and avoid confusion.

When to Spell Out Numbers

Generally, Chicago style dictates spelling out whole numbers from zero to one hundred. Numbers

above one hundred are typically expressed in figures. However, there are exceptions. For instance,

numbers that are part of statistical data, measurements, percentages, or units are usually rendered in

figures regardless of their value. Also, when numbers begin a sentence, they should always be spelled

out, even if large.

Units of Measurement

Units of measurement, such as inches, pounds, kilometers, and liters, are typically expressed in

figures, even if below one hundred, especially when paired with a number. For example, "5 kg" or "10

miles." The preferred style for these units is often to use standard abbreviations or symbols as

provided by recognized scientific bodies. Consistency in the use of metric or imperial units, as

appropriate for the discipline and audience, is also important.

Tables and Figures

Properly presenting tables and figures is an integral part of clear communication and follows specific

Chicago Manual of Style formatting best practices. These visual aids should be designed for maximum



clarity and ease of understanding, with consistent labeling and referencing.

Designing Tables

Tables should be simple and uncluttered. They are typically used to present numerical data in an

organized manner. Each table should have a clear, descriptive title. Column and row headings should

be concise and informative. Vertical rules in tables are generally avoided, relying instead on white

space to separate columns. Horizontal rules are used sparingly, typically above and below the column

headings and at the bottom of the table.

Referencing and Labeling Figures

Figures, which include charts, graphs, photographs, and illustrations, should also have clear,

descriptive titles. Each figure is usually labeled sequentially (Figure 1, Figure 2, etc.). In the text,

figures must be referenced by their number, and this reference should appear before the figure itself is

discussed. For example: "As shown in Figure 1, the trend is upward." The caption for a figure should

provide enough information for it to be understood independently of the text.

Proofreading and Finalizing Your Chicago-Style Document

The final stage of applying Chicago Manual of Style formatting best practices involves meticulous

proofreading and a thorough review of the entire document. This ensures that all aspects of style,

grammar, punctuation, and citation are correctly implemented and that the manuscript is free from

errors.



Self-Correction and Peer Review

Before submitting your work, take the time to proofread it yourself with fresh eyes. Reading aloud can

help catch awkward phrasing and errors. If possible, have a colleague or peer review your document.

A second reader can often spot mistakes that you might have overlooked, particularly in consistency

and adherence to Chicago style guidelines. Attention to detail in this phase is critical for a professional

outcome.

Consistency Check

During the final review, pay close attention to consistency across the entire document. This includes

the citation style (NB or AD), the formatting of notes and bibliographies, the use of capitalization and

punctuation, and the presentation of numbers and tables. Any deviation from established Chicago

Manual of Style formatting best practices can detract from the credibility and clarity of your work.

---

Q: What is the main difference between the Notes-Bibliography and

Author-Date citation systems in Chicago style?

A: The main difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The Notes-Bibliography (NB)

system uses numbered footnotes or endnotes, while the Author-Date (AD) system uses parenthetical

citations within the text, typically including the author's last name and publication year.

Q: Does Chicago Manual of Style require the Oxford comma?

A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style strongly recommends the use of the serial or Oxford comma

before the conjunction in a list of three or more items to enhance clarity.



Q: How should numbers be formatted in Chicago style?

A: Generally, whole numbers from zero to one hundred are spelled out, while numbers above one

hundred are written as figures. However, numbers used in statistical data, measurements,

percentages, and units are usually written as figures regardless of their value. Numbers beginning a

sentence are always spelled out.

Q: What is the correct way to format a bibliography entry for a book in

Chicago style?

A: A bibliography entry for a book typically includes the author's full name (last name first), the

italicized title of the book, the publication city, publisher, and year of publication.

Q: Can I use both footnotes and endnotes in my Chicago-style

document?

A: While the Chicago Manual of Style presents both footnotes and endnotes as options within the

Notes-Bibliography system, you must choose one format and use it consistently throughout your

document. You cannot mix and match footnotes and endnotes.

Q: How do I cite a source that I found online when using Chicago

style?

A: Citing online sources in Chicago style requires including as much information as is available about

the source, such as author, title of the page or article, title of the website, publication date (or last

updated date), and a stable URL or DOI.



Q: What is the primary purpose of the bibliography or reference list in

Chicago style?

A: The bibliography or reference list serves as a comprehensive inventory of all sources consulted and

cited in the document, allowing readers to locate the original works for verification or further study.

Q: How does Chicago style handle direct quotations?

A: For short quotations (typically under five lines), they are incorporated into the text and enclosed in

quotation marks. Longer quotations are set off as block quotes, indented from the left margin, without

quotation marks, and introduced by a colon.

Q: When should I use an em dash versus a hyphen in Chicago style?

A: An em dash (—) is used to indicate a strong break in thought, set off parenthetical phrases, or

create emphasis. A hyphen (-) is used to join words, such as in compound adjectives (e.g., "state-of-

the-art").

Q: What is the recommended approach for proofreading a Chicago-

style manuscript?

A: It's recommended to proofread multiple times, ideally after taking a break from the text. Reading

aloud, checking for consistency in all aspects of formatting and citation, and having another person

review the document are highly effective proofreading strategies.
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