chicago manual of style geographic
coordinate citations

chicago manual of style geographic coordinate citations are crucial for accurately pinpointing
locations in academic and professional writing, ensuring clarity and reproducibility. This
comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of citing geographic coordinates according to the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMQOS), covering everything from understanding coordinate systems to
formatting citations for various types of sources. We will explore the fundamental principles, the
different formats required, and the best practices for integrating these precise locational details into
your research papers, historical analyses, or any scholarly work. Mastering these citations enhances
the credibility of your work by allowing readers to easily verify and retrace your geographical
references.
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Understanding Geographic Coordinates

Geographic coordinates are a system used to define any point on the Earth's surface. They are most
commonly expressed in terms of latitude and longitude. Latitude measures a location's north-south
position relative to the Equator, ranging from 0 degrees at the Equator to 90 degrees North at the
North Pole and 90 degrees South at the South Pole. Longitude measures a location's east-west
position relative to the Prime Meridian, which passes through Greenwich, England, ranging from 0
degrees to 180 degrees East and 180 degrees West. Understanding these fundamental concepts is
the first step in correctly citing them.

The Earth is commonly modeled as a sphere or an ellipsoid for coordinate calculations, and different
geodetic datums can be used, such as WGS 84 (World Geodetic System 1984). While the choice of
datum might not always be explicitly stated in every citation, it's important for precision, especially in
scientific contexts. The CMOS generally allows for flexibility as long as the chosen system is
consistently applied and clearly indicated when necessary for clarity.



Why Cite Geographic Coordinates?

Citing geographic coordinates serves several critical purposes in academic and professional writing.
Primarily, it provides unparalleled precision in identifying specific locations, eliminating ambiguity that
can arise from common names or descriptions that might change over time or be interpreted
differently by readers. This precision is vital for historical research, archaeological studies,
environmental science, and any discipline that relies on accurate spatial data.

Furthermore, citing coordinates allows for the verification and replication of research. If an author
discusses a particular site, discovery, or event tied to a specific location, providing the coordinates
enables other researchers to revisit that exact spot, conduct their own observations, or confirm the
author's findings. This contributes to the transparency and rigor of the scientific and scholarly
process. It also aids in the integration of data into Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and other
mapping technologies.

Core Principles of CMOS Geographic Coordinate
Citations

The Chicago Manual of Style, while comprehensive, does not offer a single, rigid template for every
conceivable type of geographic coordinate citation. Instead, it emphasizes clarity, consistency, and
providing enough information for the reader to locate the referenced point. The core principles
revolve around accurately presenting the latitude and longitude values, specifying the unit of
measurement (degrees, minutes, seconds, or decimal degrees), and indicating the relevant datum if
it's critical to the context or if multiple datums might cause confusion.

Consistency is paramount. Once a format is chosen, it should be applied uniformly throughout the
work. The CMOS also advises that when citing coordinates, the context should dictate the level of
detail. For instance, a general reference to a city might not require the same precision as specifying
the exact location of an archaeological find within that city. Always consider what level of accuracy is
truly necessary for your reader's understanding.

Formatting Latitude and Longitude

The presentation of latitude and longitude can vary, but the CMOS encourages a clear and
standardized approach. Common formats include degrees, minutes, and seconds (DMS) or decimal
degrees (DD). When using DMS, each degree is divided into 60 minutes, and each minute into 60
seconds. Symbols are used: ° for degrees, ' for minutes, and " for seconds. For example, 41° 52' 30" N
latitude and 87° 37' 30" W longitude.

Decimal degrees offer a simpler format, converting minutes and seconds into decimal fractions of a
degree. For instance, the coordinates above could be written as 41.875° N latitude and 87.625° W
longitude. Regardless of the format chosen, it is essential to clearly indicate North (N) or South (S) for
latitude and East (E) or West (W) for longitude, or use positive and negative signs, respectively (e.g.,



+41.875, -87.625). The CMOS prefers clarity and readability, so choose the format that best serves
these goals within your document.

Common Formats for Geographic Coordinate Citations

When integrating geographic coordinates into your text, several common formats are used, all aiming
for maximum clarity. Often, coordinates are presented parenthetically within the narrative or as part
of a descriptive phrase. For instance, one might write: "The expedition's base camp was established
near the confluence of the Red River and its tributary (approximately 35°10"' N, 105°45' W)."

Another approach is to present coordinates as part of a more formal citation, especially when
referring to specific data points or mapping information. In such cases, including the datum is often
recommended for scientific accuracy. For example, "The artifact was discovered at coordinates
40.7128° N, 74.0060° W (WGS 84)." The exact placement and structure of these citations can vary
depending on whether they appear in a footnote, endnote, or within the main body of the text, always
prioritizing the reader's ability to easily find and understand the location.

Citing Specific Geographic Features

Citing specific geographic features, such as mountains, rivers, or historical sites, requires a slightly
different approach to ensure the location is well-defined. When coordinates are available and
relevant, they should be included in addition to the feature's name. For example, "Mount Everest, the
world's highest peak, is located at approximately 27°59" N, 86°55" E." The inclusion of coordinates
adds a layer of precision that a name alone might not provide.

If a geographic feature is historically or culturally significant, and its precise location has been subject
to debate or is a key aspect of the research, then citing the coordinates of its primary known location
or historical site is crucial. This might involve referencing historical maps or modern GPS data. The
CMOS emphasizes providing the most accurate and relevant locational information possible, which
may include geographical names, administrative divisions, and precise coordinate data.

Citing Coordinates from Different Source Types

The method of citing geographic coordinates can depend significantly on the original source of the
information. For instance, if you obtained coordinates from a published map, a gazetteer, or a
geographical database, your citation should reflect that. A citation might look like: "The proposed dam
site is located at 45.2345° N, 110.1234° W (Source: U.S. Geological Survey, 1:24,000 topographic
map, 'Big Sky Quadrangle,' 2018)."

When the coordinates are derived from digital sources, such as GPS devices, satellite imagery, or
online mapping services, it's important to note the source and potentially the software or device used.
For example, "The survey recorded the wellhead at 32.7767° N, 96.7970° W (GPS coordinates



obtained via Garmin GPSMAP 66i, 2023)." This level of detail ensures transparency and allows others
to understand how the spatial data was collected. The key is always to provide enough information for
the reader to trace the origin of the coordinate data.

Best Practices for Geographic Coordinate Citations

Adhering to best practices ensures that your geographic coordinate citations are both effective and
compliant with scholarly standards. Consistency in formatting, whether using decimal degrees or
degrees, minutes, and seconds, is fundamental. Always clearly label latitude and longitude, and
specify North/South or East/West designations. Including the geodetic datum, such as WGS 84, is
highly recommended, especially in scientific or technical writing, to avoid potential discrepancies.

Consider the audience and purpose of your writing. If your readers are likely to be familiar with GIS or
advanced spatial analysis, you might include more technical details. For a general audience, prioritize
clarity and ease of understanding. Furthermore, whenever possible, cross-reference your coordinates
with a reliable geographical name or description to provide context and aid in identification. Ensure
that the precision of the coordinates matches the context of your discussion; citing to the nearest
meter is unnecessary if you are discussing a city-wide phenomenon.

Geographic Coordinate Citations in Digital Contexts

In today's digital landscape, citing geographic coordinates often involves more than just textual
references. When incorporating interactive maps, GIS data, or georeferenced images, the citation
method needs to adapt. For instance, if you embed a map showing a specific location, a caption might
reference the coordinates and provide a link to the original geodata source. "The documented ruins
are located at the coordinates shown on the embedded interactive map (Latitude: 34.0522° N,
Longitude: 118.2437° W)."

When using data that is already georeferenced, such as from platforms like Google Earth or ArcGIS,
it's good practice to cite the data provider and the specific dataset, along with the coordinates. For
example, "The geological formations are mapped at the coordinates indicated in the provided
shapefile (Data source: National Geological Survey, 'Topographical Features Dataset,' accessed via
ArcGIS Online, 2022)." The goal is to allow readers to access and explore the spatial data associated
with your work.

Geographic Coordinate Citations and Data Visualization

The use of geographic coordinate citations is intrinsically linked to data visualization. When creating
maps, charts, or other graphical representations of spatial data, accurate coordinate citations ensure
that the visualization correctly represents the intended locations. The precision of the coordinates
directly impacts the accuracy of the visual output. For example, if plotting the migration patterns of a
species, precise start and end points derived from GPS tracking, cited accurately, will result in a more



informative and reliable map.

When presenting visualized data, the accompanying text or legend should clearly state the
coordinates used for key points or regions. This reinforces the credibility of the visualization and
allows for further investigation. For instance, a map showing historical battle sites might include a
legend that reads: "Key Battles (Coordinates provided in DD.DDDD format): Site A (34.0522° N,
118.2437° W), Site B (40.7128° N, 74.0060° W)." This symbiosis between precise citation and
effective visualization enhances the overall impact and utility of your research.

The integration of geographic coordinates into academic and professional writing is a nuanced but
essential skill. By adhering to the principles outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style, focusing on
clarity, consistency, and context, authors can ensure that their spatial references are accurate,
verifiable, and contribute meaningfully to their work. Whether dealing with historical sites, scientific
data, or geographical explorations, precise coordinate citation is a hallmark of rigorous scholarship.

The practice of citing geographic coordinates is not merely a stylistic choice; it is a fundamental
component of ensuring the accuracy, reproducibility, and transparency of research. By understanding
the various formats and best practices, writers can confidently present locational information that
enhances the credibility and accessibility of their work. The continuous evolution of digital tools and
data sources means that staying informed about best practices for citing these elements will remain a
valuable skill for researchers across disciplines.

FAQ

Q: What is the most common format for geographic
coordinate citations in the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not mandate a single, rigid format but emphasizes clarity and
consistency. The most common formats include decimal degrees (DD) and degrees, minutes, and
seconds (DMS). For example, 41.875° N, 87.625° W (DD) or 41° 52' 30" N, 87° 37' 30" W (DMS). It is
crucial to clearly indicate North/South and East/West designations.

Q: Should I always include the geodetic datum when citing
geographic coordinates in CMOS?

A: While not always mandatory, including the geodetic datum (e.g., WGS 84) is highly recommended,
especially in scientific or technical contexts where precision is critical. This practice avoids potential
discrepancies and ensures that readers understand the reference system used for the coordinates.

Q: How do | cite geographic coordinates in footnotes or
endnotes according to CMOS?

A: In footnotes or endnotes, geographic coordinates are typically presented after the name of the
place or feature. The format should be consistent with how they appear in the main text. For example:



"The site is located at 40° 45' 10" N, 73° 59' 05" W." If the coordinates are from a specific source, that
source should also be cited in the note.

Q: Can | use positive and negative numbers instead of N/S and
E/W designations for coordinates in CMOS?

A: Yes, using positive and negative numbers is an acceptable alternative, provided it is done
consistently and clearly. Typically, North latitudes and East longitudes are represented by positive
numbers, while South latitudes and West longitudes are represented by negative numbers. For
example, 41.875, -87.625.

Q: How does CMOS handle variations in precision for
geographic coordinate citations?

A: CMOS emphasizes matching the precision of the coordinates to the context of the discussion. If you
are referring to a general region, fewer decimal places might suffice. However, for specific scientific or
archaeological sites, higher precision is necessary. The key is to provide enough accuracy for the
reader to accurately locate the point without being overly cumbersome.

Q: What if the geographic coordinates are derived from an
online map service like Google Maps?

A: When using coordinates from online services, it's best practice to cite the service and the date of
access, along with the coordinates themselves. For example: "The monument is located at 34.0522°
N, 118.2437° W (Google Maps, accessed October 26, 2023)." This provides transparency about the
origin of the data.

Q: How should | format geographic coordinates if | am citing
multiple locations within a single sentence or paragraph?

A: Maintain consistency in format and clearly associate each set of coordinates with its corresponding
location. Using parenthetical citations for each location is often the clearest method. For example:
"The expedition passed through the town of Springfield (39°47° N, 85°41" W) and later camped near
Miller's Creek (40°15" N, 86°30" W)."
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