
chicago manual of style geographic data
sources
Navigating Geographic Data with the Chicago Manual of Style

chicago manual of style geographic data sources are critical for authors, researchers,
and editors aiming for precision and credibility when referencing locations. Ensuring
accuracy in the depiction and citation of geographic information is paramount for scholarly
work, historical accounts, and any publication where place matters. This article delves into
the intricacies of identifying, evaluating, and citing geographic data sources according to
the esteemed Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS). We will explore the types of sources
commonly encountered, best practices for their selection, and the specific stylistic
considerations CMOS prescribes, particularly concerning attribution and consistency.
Understanding these elements will empower creators to present geographic information
with the rigor and authority expected in academic and professional publishing.
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Understanding the Importance of Geographic Data Sources

The integrity of a text often hinges on the reliability of its foundational data. When dealing
with geographic information, whether it pertains to historical boundaries, contemporary
administrative divisions, or geographical features, the accuracy of the source material
directly impacts the validity of the claims made. The Chicago Manual of Style, a widely
respected authority in academic and professional writing, emphasizes meticulous sourcing
to uphold scholarly standards. Proper citation of geographic data sources not only gives
credit to original creators but also allows readers to verify the information presented,
fostering transparency and trust in the published work.

The selection of appropriate geographic data sources is a crucial first step in any research
endeavor. Without a solid foundation of accurate geographical information, interpretations
of events, analyses of trends, and narratives of human activity can become flawed. CMOS
recognizes that geographic data can be complex and multifaceted, requiring careful
consideration of the origin, purpose, and potential biases of any source consulted.
Therefore, a thorough understanding of what constitutes a reliable geographic data source
is essential for maintaining academic rigor.

Types of Geographic Data Sources

Geographic data can originate from a diverse array of resources, each with its own
strengths and limitations. Identifying the most suitable source for a particular need requires



an understanding of these distinctions. CMOS encourages writers to be discerning in their
choices, selecting sources that are authoritative and appropriate for the context of their
research.

Official Government and International Bodies

These organizations are often primary producers of reliable geographic data. Their outputs
are generally considered authoritative due to rigorous data collection methods and
standardization efforts.

Government agencies such as national mapping agencies (e.g., USGS in the United States,
Ordnance Survey in the UK)
International organizations like the United Nations Geospatial Information Section
Statistical agencies that collect and publish demographic and geographic data

Academic and Research Institutions

Universities and research centers frequently generate sophisticated geographic data
through dedicated research projects, often employing advanced methodologies and
scientific expertise.

University geography departments and research institutes
Collaborative research projects focused on specific regions or phenomena
Academic journals publishing original geographic research and data

Commercial Data Providers

Various companies specialize in collecting, processing, and distributing geographic data for
commercial and research purposes. While these can be valuable, their underlying
methodologies and potential commercial biases should be considered.

Companies providing satellite imagery and aerial photography
Providers of geospatial databases and mapping software
Firms specializing in demographic and economic geographic data

Historical Maps and Records

For historical research, primary source maps and archival documents are indispensable.
Their interpretation requires an understanding of historical cartographic conventions and
the context of their creation.

Archival collections of historical maps
Land deeds, survey records, and administrative documents with spatial information
Published historical atlases compiled by reputable historians and cartographers

Evaluating the Credibility of Geographic Data

Not all geographic data is created equal. The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes the
critical importance of evaluating the credibility of any source before incorporating its data
into a publication. This involves a multi-faceted assessment of the source's authority,
accuracy, objectivity, and timeliness.



Authority and Expertise

The reputation and qualifications of the entity or individual producing the data are
paramount. Is the source an established governmental body, a respected academic
institution, or a recognized expert in the field?

Consider the publisher’s track record in producing reliable geographic information.
Investigate the credentials of the authors or compilers of the data.
Look for peer-reviewed publications or endorsements from reputable organizations.

Accuracy and Methodology

Understanding how the data was collected and processed is crucial for assessing its
accuracy. Rigorous methodologies lead to more trustworthy data.

Inquire about the data collection methods employed (e.g., surveys, remote sensing,
historical research).
Check for information on data validation and quality control processes.
Be wary of data lacking clear methodological explanations.

Objectivity and Bias

All sources may have inherent biases, whether intentional or unintentional. Recognizing
these can help in interpreting the data correctly.

Consider the purpose for which the data was originally created.
Look for potential political, economic, or social influences that might affect the data.
Cross-reference data from multiple sources to identify discrepancies or consistent
viewpoints.

Timeliness and Relevance

The relevance of geographic data often depends on its currency. Historical data may be
invaluable for certain research but entirely unsuitable for others.

Determine the date of data collection and publication.
Assess whether the data’s temporal scope aligns with your research needs.
Consider whether updates or newer datasets are available that supersede older
information.

CMOS Guidelines for Citing Geographic Data

The Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidelines for citing all types of
sources, including geographic data. Adherence to these standards ensures consistency and
clarity for readers. While CMOS does not have a single, overarching rule for every type of
geographic data, it offers principles that can be applied. The core principle is to provide
enough information for the reader to locate and consult the original source.

Footnotes and Endnotes

The primary method of citation in CMOS is through footnotes or endnotes. When citing



geographic data, the note should clearly identify the source of the information.

For a map from an atlas, cite the atlas title, editor/author, publication details, and the
specific map page.
For data from a government report, cite the agency, report title, publication year, and
specific table or section.
For online geospatial datasets, provide the name of the dataset, the originating
organization, and the URL, along with the date of access.

Bibliographic Entries

The bibliography, appearing at the end of the work, lists all the sources consulted and cited.
The format for geographic data in the bibliography generally mirrors that of the notes but is
presented in a slightly different order and style.

When citing an atlas, list the author/editor first, followed by the title, publication
information, and year.
For government documents, list the issuing agency, followed by the report title and
publication details.
For digital resources, clearly state the source name, creator, and URL, often including the
date of publication or last update if available.

Consistency is Key

CMOS strongly advocates for consistency in citation style throughout a work. Once a
method for citing a particular type of geographic data source is chosen, it should be applied
uniformly.

Decide on a consistent approach for citing online maps versus printed maps.
Maintain uniformity in how government reports are referenced.
Ensure that all components of the citation (author, title, date, publisher, location, access
date for digital sources) are presented in a predictable manner.

Specific Examples and Best Practices

Applying citation principles to the diverse world of geographic data can present unique
challenges. The following examples illustrate how to approach common scenarios while
adhering to the spirit of the Chicago Manual of Style.

Citing Maps from Atlases

When using a map from a printed atlas, the citation should guide the reader to that specific
map within that specific publication.

Footnote Example:
"Map of Paris," in The National Geographic Atlas of the World, 10th ed. (Washington, DC:
National Geographic Society, 2018), plate 58.

Bibliography Example:
National Geographic Society. The National Geographic Atlas of the World. 10th ed.
Washington, DC: National Geographic Society, 2018.



Citing Online Geospatial Data

Online sources require careful consideration of access dates and stable URLs to ensure the
reader can retrieve the information.

Footnote Example:
U.S. Geological Survey, "Earthquakes—Significant Earthquakes," accessed October 26,
2023, https://earthquake.usgs.gov/earthquakes/eventpage/us1000lcjh.

Bibliography Example:
U.S. Geological Survey. "Earthquakes—Significant Earthquakes." Accessed October 26,
2023. https://earthquake.usgs.gov/earthquakes/eventpage/us1000lcjh.

Citing Government Reports with Geographic Data

Government publications are frequent sources of statistical and geographic information.

Footnote Example:
U.S. Census Bureau, 2020 Census Profile: Chicago, Illinois (Washington, DC: Government
Printing Office, 2021), table 3.

Bibliography Example:
U.S. Census Bureau. 2020 Census Profile: Chicago, Illinois. Washington, DC: Government
Printing Office, 2021.

Leveraging Digital Geographic Resources

The digital age has brought an explosion of accessible geographic data. GIS (Geographic
Information Systems) software, online mapping platforms, and vast databases have
become indispensable tools for many researchers. CMOS acknowledges these evolving
resources and provides guidance on their citation.

Online Mapping Services

Services like Google Maps or Esri's ArcGIS Online offer detailed geographic representations.
When referencing specific views or data presented through these platforms, it's important
to be precise.

When citing a specific map view, include the platform name, the exact URL, and the date of
access.
If referring to a specific dataset available through an online GIS portal, name the dataset,
its provider, and provide the URL and access date.

Geospatial Databases

Many organizations make large geospatial datasets publicly available. These often form the
backbone of detailed spatial analysis.

Clearly identify the name of the database or dataset.
Attribute the source organization responsible for its creation and maintenance.
Provide a stable URL and the date of access, as these datasets can be updated or moved.



Considerations for Digital Data

The ephemeral nature of online content necessitates careful citation practices.

Prioritize sources that offer persistent URLs or clearly dated versions.
If a dataset has been downloaded and used offline, note this in the citation, perhaps
including a file path or version number if appropriate for the context.
Be aware that the terms of use for many digital geographic resources may dictate how they
can be cited or referenced.

Addressing Ambiguities in Geographic Data

Geographic information is not always straightforward. Historical boundaries change, place
names evolve, and definitions of regions can be contested. The Chicago Manual of Style
encourages authors to acknowledge and clarify such ambiguities.

Historical Geographic Shifts

When discussing historical geography, it is crucial to note any discrepancies between past
and present geographic understanding.

If citing a historical map that uses outdated place names or boundaries, explicitly state this
in your text or citation.
Provide context for why a particular source might differ from contemporary geographic
understanding.

Variations in Definitions

The definition of a "region" or "area" can vary significantly depending on the source or the
criteria used.

If using data that defines a region in a specific way (e.g., a metropolitan statistical area),
clearly state the definition used by the source.
When comparing data from different sources that use different regional definitions,
highlight these differences to avoid misinterpretation.

Resolving Conflicting Data

If different credible sources present conflicting geographic data, an author should ideally
address this discrepancy.

Present both sets of data, citing each source appropriately.
Discuss potential reasons for the divergence, such as different methodologies, time periods,
or definitions.
Make an informed judgment about which data is most appropriate for your specific needs,
or indicate that the data is contested.

The careful and consistent application of Chicago Manual of Style principles to the sourcing
and citation of geographic data is not merely a matter of stylistic preference; it is a
cornerstone of academic integrity and a vital tool for clear, accurate, and persuasive
communication.
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FAQ: Chicago Manual of Style Geographic Data Sources

Q: What is the most important principle when citing geographic data according to the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The most important principle is to provide sufficient information for the reader to locate
and consult the original source. This ensures transparency, allows for verification, and
upholds scholarly credibility.

Q: How should I cite a digital map that might change frequently?
A: When citing a digital map that may change, include the name of the online service or
platform, the specific URL, and crucially, the date you accessed the information. This date is
vital because the map or its underlying data could be updated or altered subsequently.

Q: What if I'm using historical maps with different place names than current ones?
A: You should clearly acknowledge the historical context and the differing place names in
your text. When citing the map in your notes or bibliography, provide the title of the map as
it appears, and in your prose, explain the significance of the historical name or boundary if
relevant to your argument.

Q: Does CMOS have specific rules for citing GIS data layers?
A: While CMOS doesn't have a dedicated rule solely for GIS data layers, it advises treating
them like any other data source. You should cite the name of the data layer, the
organization that created or maintains it, the format (if relevant), and a stable URL or
access method, along with the date of access.

Q: How do I handle conflicting geographic data from different sources?
A: If you encounter conflicting geographic data from reputable sources, CMOS suggests
presenting both sets of information, citing each accurately. Discuss potential reasons for
the discrepancies, such as different methodologies, time frames, or definitions, and make
an informed decision about which data best serves your purpose, or indicate that the data
is contested.

Q: When citing a government report containing geographic statistics, what information is
essential?
A: Essential information includes the name of the issuing government agency, the full title
of the report, the year of publication, the place of publication (if applicable), and the
specific table or section containing the geographic data. For online reports, also include the
URL and date of access.

Q: Should I include the projection system when citing maps or geographic data?
A: Including the projection system is a best practice, especially in scholarly works where
geographic accuracy is critical. If the source specifies the projection system (e.g., UTM,
Mercator), it's advisable to note it in your citation or text, as different projections can
significantly alter spatial representations.
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