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The Chicago Manual of Style Geographic Research Writing Guidelines: A
Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style geographic research writing guidelines are essential
for academics, researchers, and students navigating the complexities of
presenting geographical findings accurately and professionally. Adhering to
these guidelines ensures clarity, consistency, and credibility in scholarly
work. This article delves into the core principles of geographic research
writing as outlined by the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), covering
everything from citation practices and data presentation to naming
conventions and ethical considerations. We will explore how CMOS addresses
the unique challenges of geographic scholarship, providing a roadmap for
crafting impactful and well-documented research. Understanding these
stylistic nuances is crucial for anyone aiming to publish or present work in
geography, cartography, or related fields, ensuring that their contributions
are understood and respected within the academic community.
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The Role of Chicago Manual of Style in
Geographic Research

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) serves as a vital resource for ensuring
uniformity and precision in academic writing across a broad spectrum of
disciplines, including geographic research. Its comprehensive nature
addresses the multifaceted requirements of scholarly communication, from the
minutiae of punctuation and grammar to the intricacies of citation and
referencing. For geographic research, CMOS provides a standardized framework
that lends authority and credibility to findings, making complex spatial data



and analyses accessible to a wider audience. It empowers researchers to
communicate their methodologies, results, and interpretations with
confidence, minimizing ambiguity and maximizing reader comprehension.

Geographic research often involves the integration of diverse data types,
including textual narratives, statistical analyses, cartographic
representations, and qualitative observations. CMOS offers flexible yet
rigorous solutions for presenting these varied elements cohesively. By
establishing clear protocols for how information should be organized, cited,
and formatted, the manual helps to streamline the writing process and ensures
that the focus remains on the intellectual contribution of the research
rather than on stylistic inconsistencies. This standardization is
particularly important in a field that frequently draws upon
interdisciplinary knowledge and employs sophisticated analytical tools.

Ensuring Clarity and Consistency

Clarity and consistency are paramount in academic writing, and CMOS provides
the tools to achieve these objectives in geographic research. Its extensive
coverage of grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure helps researchers
articulate their ideas precisely, avoiding potential misinterpretations of
spatial relationships, temporal sequences, or causal connections. The
manual's emphasis on clear prose ensures that even complex geographic
concepts are conveyed effectively. Furthermore, by advocating for consistent
application of stylistic rules throughout a document, CMOS prevents
distractions that can arise from erratic formatting or citation practices.

Credibility and Authority in Geographic Scholarship

The adoption of a widely recognized style guide like CMOS significantly
enhances the credibility and authority of geographic research. When a work
adheres to established academic standards, readers can trust that the
research has been conducted and presented with diligence and integrity. This
is especially crucial in geography, where findings can have implications for
policy, environmental management, and social planning. Proper citation, as
detailed by CMOS, is fundamental to giving credit where it is due and
demonstrating a thorough engagement with existing scholarship, thereby
solidifying the researcher's standing within the academic community.

Formatting Citations for Geographic Sources

Accurate and consistent citation is a cornerstone of academic integrity, and
CMOS offers robust guidelines for citing the diverse range of sources



encountered in geographic research. This includes not only traditional
scholarly articles and books but also maps, datasets, satellite imagery, and
geographic information systems (GIS) data. Properly attributing these sources
allows readers to trace the origins of information, evaluate the evidence
presented, and avoid plagiarism. The choice between CMOS's notes-and-
bibliography system and author-date system depends on the specific
requirements of the publisher or institution, but both demand meticulous
attention to detail.

When citing geographic sources, it is crucial to capture all relevant
bibliographical information to facilitate retrieval. This often involves
specific details that might not be present in other types of scholarly
materials. For example, citing a map requires specifying the publisher, date,
scale, and precise title, while citing a geospatial dataset necessitates
noting the creator, date of creation or update, and the repository from which
it was accessed. CMOS provides detailed examples for a wide array of source
types, ensuring that researchers can adapt its principles to their unique
citation needs.

Citing Maps and Atlases

Maps are fundamental to geographic research, and their citation requires
careful attention to detail. According to CMOS guidelines, when citing a map
as a standalone item, one should include the title, cartographer or
publisher, place of publication, and date. If the map is part of a larger
work, such as an atlas or a book, it should be cited as a component of that
larger work, with specific page or plate numbers indicated. For example, a
citation might look like: "Smith, John. 'Topographic Map of the Yosemite
Valley.' National Geographic Society, 2015." If it's from an atlas: "Doe,
Jane. 'Global Climate Patterns.' In The World Atlas, edited by Richard Roe,
45. New York: Oxford University Press, 2020."

Citing Geospatial Data and GIS Resources

The increasing reliance on geospatial data and GIS in modern geographic
research presents unique citation challenges. CMOS acknowledges the
importance of documenting these digital resources. When citing datasets,
researchers should provide the name of the dataset, the creator or issuing
agency, the version or release date, and the source or repository from which
it was obtained. For instance, a citation for a Landsat satellite image might
include: "United States Geological Survey. Landsat 8 OLI/TIRS Collection 2
Level-1. Accessed October 26, 2023. https://earthexplorer.usgs.gov/."
Similarly, software used in GIS analysis should be cited if it significantly
influences the methodology or results, including its name, version, and
developer.



Integrating Citations into the Text

CMOS offers two primary systems for in-text citations: the notes-and-
bibliography system and the author-date system. In the notes-and-bibliography
system, superscripts in the text refer to footnotes or endnotes, which
contain the full citation information. The bibliography at the end of the
work lists all cited sources alphabetically. For example, a footnote might
read: "1. David Harvey, The Limits to Capital (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1982), 215." The author-date system uses parenthetical citations
within the text, such as (Harvey 1982, 215), followed by a reference list at
the end. The choice of system should align with disciplinary conventions or
publisher requirements.

Presenting Geographic Data and Visualizations

The effective presentation of geographic data and visualizations is critical
for conveying research findings and supporting arguments. CMOS provides
guidance on how to integrate tables, figures, and maps seamlessly into the
text, ensuring that they are appropriately labeled, referenced, and
explained. Proper formatting not only enhances readability but also
reinforces the credibility of the research by demonstrating a systematic
approach to data management and presentation. This includes considerations
for the clarity of labels, legends, and axes in maps and charts.

Geographic research often relies heavily on visual elements to communicate
complex spatial patterns, trends, and relationships. Whether it's a
choropleth map illustrating population density, a scatterplot showing
correlations between environmental factors, or a time-series graph depicting
changes in land use, these visualizations must be meticulously prepared and
introduced within the narrative. CMOS offers principles for captioning,
numbering, and referencing these elements, ensuring that they are understood
in the context of the surrounding text.

Table and Figure Referencing

According to CMOS, tables and figures (which include maps, graphs, and
illustrations) should be numbered consecutively and sequentially as they
appear in the text. Each table and figure should have a clear, descriptive
title. The text should refer to each visual element by its number, for
example, "as shown in Figure 1" or "Table 2 summarizes the demographic data."
These references encourage readers to engage with the visual aids, which are
integral to understanding the research. Furthermore, any abbreviations or
symbols used within the visualization should be explained either in a note
accompanying the table or figure or within the caption itself.



Map and Cartographic Representation Standards

When presenting maps in geographic research, CMOS emphasizes the importance
of clarity and accuracy in cartographic representation. This involves
ensuring that all necessary components are present, such as a scale bar,
north arrow (unless the map's orientation is deliberately unconventional),
legend, and a clear indication of the data source and projection used.
Captions for maps should be informative, summarizing the key information
conveyed by the map and relating it to the text. For example, a map showing
changes in glacier extent over time should have a caption that clearly states
the time periods represented and highlights the significant observed changes.
The visual design of maps should also prioritize legibility and avoid visual
clutter.

Data Visualization Best Practices

Effective data visualization in geographic research requires more than just
accuracy; it demands clarity and interpretability. CMOS implicitly supports
best practices by advocating for clear labeling, appropriate chart types, and
logical data ordering. For instance, when presenting time-series data, a line
graph is often more effective than a bar chart. When comparing different
categories, bar charts are generally preferred. The use of color should be
purposeful, aiding in the differentiation of data points rather than serving
as mere decoration. All axes should be clearly labeled with units, and any
anomalies or outliers in the data should be addressed in the accompanying
text or notes.

Geographic Names and Terminology

The precise use of geographic names and specialized terminology is crucial
for accuracy and clarity in geographic research writing. CMOS provides
guidelines for the consistent and correct application of these terms,
ensuring that researchers communicate effectively with their peers and that
their work is understood within the established conventions of the field.
This includes guidance on official names, alternative names, and the proper
capitalization and italicization of terms that have specific geographic
meanings.

Geographic nomenclature can be complex, with official names, historical
names, and common names often coexisting. CMOS advises researchers to consult
authoritative sources for the official names of places and features.
Furthermore, the manual offers guidance on how to handle descriptive terms
that are commonly used in geography, such as terms related to landforms,
climate, or human settlements. Consistency in applying these terms throughout
a document is essential for maintaining a professional and scholarly tone.



Official Place Names and Conventions

According to CMOS, the preferred source for official geographic names is
typically the United States Board on Geographic Names (BGN) for domestic
features and the Geographic Names Information System (GNIS) for comprehensive
databases. For international features, consult the appropriate national
authorities or international bodies. When a place has an official name, it
should be used consistently. If an alternative or historical name is being
used for clarity or comparative purposes, it should be introduced with a
parenthetical explanation or a footnote, for example, "The city, formerly
known as St. Petersburg (Leningrad), experienced significant demographic
shifts."

Capitalization and Usage of Geographic Terms

CMOS provides specific rules for the capitalization of geographic terms.
Proper nouns, such as names of continents, oceans, countries, cities, and
specific landforms (e.g., Mount Everest, the Amazon River), are capitalized.
However, common nouns used as part of a geographic name are also capitalized
(e.g., Pacific Ocean, Rocky Mountains). When these terms are used in a
generic sense, they are not capitalized (e.g., "He lives in a mountainous
region"; "They sailed across the ocean"). The manual also addresses the use
of terms like "north," "south," "east," and "west" when they refer to regions
(e.g., "the American South") versus directions (e.g., "traveling north").

Specialized Geographic Terminology

Geographic research often involves the use of specialized terminology related
to physical geography, human geography, and GIS. CMOS advocates for the clear
definition and consistent use of such terms. If a term is technical or may
not be universally understood by the intended audience, it should be defined
upon its first use. For example, when discussing remote sensing, terms like
"spectral resolution," "radiometric resolution," or "spatial resolution"
should be clarified. The manual also emphasizes avoiding jargon where simpler
language suffices, ensuring that the research is accessible without
sacrificing precision.

Ethical Considerations in Geographic Research
Writing

Ethical considerations are paramount in any research, and geographic research
writing is no exception. CMOS touches upon aspects of ethical scholarship,



particularly concerning attribution, accuracy, and responsible representation
of data and communities. Researchers have a moral and professional obligation
to present their findings honestly, acknowledge the contributions of others,
and avoid misrepresenting information, especially when it pertains to human
subjects or sensitive environmental contexts.

The ethical dimensions of geographic research writing extend to how data is
collected, analyzed, and presented. This includes respecting privacy,
obtaining informed consent when necessary, and ensuring that the portrayal of
geographic phenomena or populations is fair and unbiased. Adherence to CMOS
guidelines, especially those related to citation and data integrity, directly
supports ethical research practices by promoting transparency and
accountability.

Accuracy and Honesty in Reporting Findings

CMOS implicitly promotes accuracy and honesty by demanding rigorous citation
and clear presentation of evidence. Geographic researchers must ensure that
the data they present accurately reflects their findings, without
manipulation or selective reporting that could lead to misinterpretations.
This includes acknowledging limitations in the data or methodology. For
instance, if a study relies on outdated census data, this limitation should
be clearly stated to avoid drawing erroneous conclusions about current
demographics.

Respecting Intellectual Property and Attribution

The principle of respecting intellectual property and providing proper
attribution is central to ethical scholarly practice, and CMOS provides
comprehensive guidance on citation. Plagiarism, which includes the
unauthorized use of another's words or ideas, is a serious academic offense.
In geographic research, this extends to the uncredited use of maps, datasets,
images, or theoretical frameworks. Meticulous referencing, as outlined by
CMOS, ensures that all sources are acknowledged, thereby respecting the work
of previous researchers and building upon a foundation of shared knowledge.

Responsible Representation of Data and Communities

Geographic research often involves studying human populations and their
environments, making responsible representation a critical ethical
imperative. CMOS's emphasis on clarity and precision in writing supports this
by encouraging researchers to avoid biased language or generalizations that
could perpetuate stereotypes. When presenting data about communities, it is
essential to do so in a way that is respectful and avoids sensationalism.



This might involve anonymizing data where appropriate or carefully framing
the narrative to accurately reflect the complexities of the lived experiences
of the people and places being studied.

Specific Applications of CMOS in Geographic
Writing

Beyond the foundational principles, CMOS offers specific applications that
are particularly relevant to the nuances of geographic research writing.
These applications address the unique ways in which geographers communicate
their discoveries, from the intricacies of manuscript preparation to the
formatting of specialized elements. Understanding these specific applications
can significantly refine the quality and impact of geographic scholarly work.

The manual's advice on structuring manuscripts, employing clear prose, and
ensuring consistent formatting contributes to the overall professionalism of
geographic research. This includes how to handle elements like appendices,
bibliographies, and indexes, all of which are common in extensive research
projects. By following these detailed recommendations, researchers can ensure
their work is polished and adheres to the highest academic standards.

Manuscript Preparation and Submission

When preparing a manuscript for publication in a geographic journal or for a
scholarly press, CMOS provides a comprehensive checklist for ensuring all
stylistic and formatting requirements are met. This includes guidance on
manuscript organization, including the placement of title pages, abstracts,
tables, figures, and bibliographies. Journals often have their own specific
author guidelines, which are usually based on a recognized style manual like
CMOS. Familiarity with CMOS empowers researchers to efficiently adapt their
work to these varying submission requirements, streamlining the publication
process.

Author-Date vs. Notes-Bibliography Systems in
Geography

As mentioned previously, CMOS presents two main citation systems: author-date
and notes-bibliography. In geography, the prevalence of each system can vary.
Some subfields or journals may favor the author-date system for its
conciseness within the text, particularly in fields with extensive citation
needs, like historical geography or political geography. Conversely, the
notes-bibliography system might be preferred in areas where detailed



explanations or elaborations in footnotes are beneficial for understanding
complex theoretical arguments or intricate spatial relationships. Regardless
of the chosen system, the key is consistent application and thoroughness in
documenting all sources.

Integrating Technical and Statistical Information

Geographic research frequently involves the presentation of technical and
statistical information, from survey data to GIS output. CMOS offers
guidelines on how to format tables containing numerical data, ensuring
clarity and readability. It also provides advice on the use of symbols and
abbreviations common in statistical reporting. When integrating technical
descriptions of methods, such as those involving spatial analysis techniques
or remote sensing, CMOS encourages precise language and clear explanations to
ensure the methodology is reproducible and understandable to other
researchers in the field.

The consistent application of the chicago manual of style geographic research
writing guidelines is not merely a matter of adherence to arbitrary rules; it
is about enhancing the clarity, credibility, and impact of geographic
scholarship. By meticulously following these guidelines, researchers can
ensure their work is accessible, understandable, and contributes effectively
to the broader academic discourse. The manual's comprehensive approach,
covering everything from citation to the nuanced presentation of spatial
data, provides an invaluable framework for any geographer seeking to
communicate their research with precision and authority.

FAQ

Q: What are the primary citation systems recommended
by the Chicago Manual of Style for geographic
research?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily recommends two citation systems: the
notes-bibliography system, which uses footnotes or endnotes and a
bibliography, and the author-date system, which uses parenthetical citations
in the text followed by a reference list. Geographic researchers should
choose the system that best suits their discipline's conventions or the
specific requirements of their publisher.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style advise on
citing maps and geospatial datasets?
A: For maps, CMOS recommends including the title, cartographer or publisher,
place of publication, and date. If the map is part of a larger work, cite it



as a component. For geospatial datasets, crucial elements to include in
citations are the dataset name, creator or issuing agency, version or release
date, and the source or repository from which it was accessed.

Q: What are the key considerations for presenting
geographic data and visualizations according to
CMOS?
A: CMOS emphasizes clear and consistent presentation. This involves numbering
tables and figures sequentially, providing descriptive titles, referring to
them in the text by their numbers, and ensuring that all necessary components
like scales, legends, and source information are present. Visualizations
should be legible and avoid clutter.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the
use of geographic names and terminology?
A: CMOS advises researchers to use official place names from authoritative
sources like the U.S. Board on Geographic Names (BGN). It also provides
guidelines for capitalization, differentiating between proper nouns and
generic terms, and using directional terms. Specialized geographic
terminology should be used precisely and defined if unfamiliar to the
audience.

Q: What are the ethical implications of geographic
research writing as supported by CMOS guidelines?
A: CMOS indirectly supports ethical research by emphasizing accuracy,
honesty, and meticulous attribution. This includes avoiding plagiarism,
respecting intellectual property through proper citation, and presenting data
and information about communities responsibly and without bias.

Q: Should geographic researchers prioritize the
author-date or notes-bibliography system?
A: The choice between the author-date and notes-bibliography systems in
geographic research often depends on the specific academic subfield or
journal's editorial policies. Some disciplines may favor the author-date
system for its efficiency in text, while others might prefer notes for their
ability to accommodate detailed explanations. Consistency is the most
critical factor.



Q: How does CMOS help in ensuring clarity and
consistency in geographic research writing?
A: CMOS provides comprehensive guidance on grammar, punctuation, sentence
structure, and formatting. By adhering to these rules, researchers can
articulate complex spatial concepts clearly, avoid ambiguity, and ensure that
their arguments are presented in a uniform and professional manner, enhancing
reader comprehension.

Q: Are there specific guidelines for formatting
geographical abbreviations in CMOS?
A: While CMOS provides general rules for abbreviations, specific geographical
abbreviations should be used with caution. It is advisable to spell out
common geographical terms unless they are standard, widely understood
abbreviations within the specific subfield or are defined within the text or
a glossary. Consistency is key.
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