
chicago manual of style journalism
writing
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is an indispensable resource for anyone involved in
journalism, providing a comprehensive framework for clear, consistent, and professional
writing. Adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style journalism writing guidelines ensures
accuracy in grammar, punctuation, citation, and style, enhancing credibility and reader
comprehension. This guide delves into the core principles of CMOS as they apply to
journalistic endeavors, from crafting compelling headlines to managing complex source
attribution. We will explore its impact on news reporting, feature writing, and editorial
content, emphasizing how these standards contribute to the integrity of journalistic
output. Understanding and implementing these rules is paramount for journalists aiming
to produce polished and authoritative work.

Table of Contents
Introduction to CMOS in Journalism
Core Principles of Chicago Manual of Style Journalism Writing
Grammar and Punctuation for Journalists
Numbers, Dates, and Times in Journalism
Capitalization and Abbreviations
Quotations and Attributions
Citations and Source Management
Digital Journalism and CMOS
Common Pitfalls in CMOS Journalism Writing
The Enduring Relevance of CMOS for Journalists

Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
Journalism Writing Landscape

The Chicago Manual of Style journalism writing is not merely a set of arbitrary rules; it's a
system designed to promote clarity, precision, and consistency in written communication,
particularly vital in the fast-paced world of news. Journalists rely on such style guides to
establish a unified voice across publications, ensuring that readers can focus on the
content rather than being distracted by stylistic inconsistencies. The manual, often
referred to as "The Bible" of publishing, offers detailed guidance on virtually every aspect
of the writing and editing process, from the minutiae of punctuation to the complexities of
legal disclaimers.

For those in journalism, mastering CMOS means understanding how to present
information objectively, attribute sources meticulously, and format content for maximum
readability. This encompasses everything from the proper use of commas and semicolons
to the correct way to style headlines and bylines. The objective is always to make the
information accessible and understandable to the widest possible audience, without
sacrificing accuracy or journalistic integrity. The Chicago Manual of Style provides the
essential scaffolding for achieving these goals.



Core Principles of Chicago Manual of Style
Journalism Writing

At its heart, CMOS journalism writing emphasizes clarity, conciseness, and accuracy.
These guiding principles are embedded in every recommendation within the manual.
Journalists are encouraged to use plain language, avoid jargon where possible, and explain
complex terms when necessary. The goal is to inform the reader effectively, making the
content digestible and engaging. This focus on the reader experience is paramount in a
field where information is often consumed rapidly.

Consistency is another cornerstone. Whether it's the treatment of numbers, the spelling of
a particular term, or the way a quote is presented, CMOS advocates for uniformity. This
consistency builds reader trust and lends an air of professionalism to the publication.
Deviating from established style can create confusion and undermine the credibility of the
journalistic output. Therefore, a thorough understanding of the manual’s directives is
crucial for maintaining a high standard of journalistic practice.

Grammar and Punctuation for Journalists

The bedrock of effective journalism lies in impeccable grammar and punctuation, areas
where the Chicago Manual of Style provides extensive and authoritative guidance. For
CMOS journalism writing, correct usage of grammar ensures that sentences are parsed
correctly and meaning is conveyed without ambiguity. This includes proper subject-verb
agreement, correct pronoun usage, and the accurate construction of clauses and phrases.
Journalists must be vigilant in applying these rules to avoid misinterpretations.

Punctuation, often perceived as a minor detail, plays a critical role in shaping the rhythm
and meaning of prose. CMOS offers detailed recommendations on the use of commas,
semicolons, colons, apostrophes, and quotation marks. For instance, the manual provides
specific guidelines on comma usage in lists, introductory clauses, and coordinate
adjectives, all of which are frequently encountered in news reporting. Understanding
these nuances helps journalists craft sentences that are both grammatically sound and
stylistically pleasing, ensuring that the intended message is delivered with precision.

The Oxford Comma Debate in Journalism

One of the most frequently discussed punctuation points in CMOS journalism writing is
the use of the serial comma, often referred to as the Oxford comma. The Chicago Manual
of Style strongly recommends its use in a series of three or more items. This means
writing "apples, oranges, and bananas" rather than "apples, oranges and bananas." The
rationale behind this recommendation is to prevent ambiguity. For example, in the
sentence "I would like to thank my parents, Ayn Rand and God," the absence of a comma
after "parents" could imply that the parents are Ayn Rand and God, a potentially confusing



or even humorous misinterpretation. CMOS journalism writing prioritizes clarity, and the
Oxford comma is seen as a vital tool in achieving this.

Apostrophe Usage and Possessives

Correct apostrophe usage is another area where CMOS journalism writing provides clear
directives. This is particularly important when dealing with possessives of nouns,
especially those ending in "s." The manual generally advises adding an apostrophe and an
"s" to singular nouns and plural nouns not ending in "s" (e.g., "the journalist's desk," "the
children's toys"). For plural nouns ending in "s," it typically recommends simply adding an
apostrophe (e.g., "the reporters' notebooks"). Consistency in applying these rules is key to
maintaining a professional appearance in journalistic content.

Numbers, Dates, and Times in Journalism

The treatment of numerical data, dates, and times requires a consistent and systematic
approach, which the Chicago Manual of Style provides for journalism writing. This
standardization is crucial for presenting factual information in a clear and easily digestible
manner for readers who may be scanning articles quickly.

Styling Numbers

CMOS journalism writing generally dictates spelling out numbers from zero through one
hundred. Numbers above one hundred are typically written as numerals. However, there
are exceptions, such as when a number begins a sentence (in which case it is always
spelled out, even if it is larger than 100) or when dealing with exact measurements, ages,
or monetary amounts. For instance, one would write "five reporters attended the press
conference," but "150 journalists were present," and "the project cost $1.5 million." This
systematic approach helps readers quickly process quantitative information.

Formatting Dates and Times

The manual also offers specific guidelines for formatting dates and times to ensure
consistency. Dates are typically presented in the order of month, day, and year, with
commas separating them: "January 15, 2023." When referring to specific times, CMOS
recommends using lowercase letters with periods for a.m. and p.m., such as "10:30 a.m."
or "3:00 p.m." For durations, it suggests using hyphens rather than en dashes, like "a 3-
hour meeting." Adhering to these conventions makes temporal information unambiguous
and easy to scan.



Capitalization and Abbreviations

Effective CMOS journalism writing demands careful attention to capitalization and the
appropriate use of abbreviations. These elements can significantly impact the readability
and perceived professionalism of an article.

Capitalization Rules for Headlines and Titles

While CMOS generally follows a sentence-case approach for most text, the rules for
headlines and titles can differ, often depending on the publication's specific style sheet.
However, the manual does offer guidance on capitalizing major words in titles, often
referred to as "headline case" or "title case." This typically involves capitalizing the first
word, the last word, and all principal words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and
pronouns). Prepositions, articles, and conjunctions are generally lowercase unless they are
the first or last word of the title. For journalism, consistency in applying either sentence
case or title case for headlines is essential.

Handling Abbreviations and Acronyms

The Chicago Manual of Style provides a clear framework for introducing and using
abbreviations and acronyms in journalism writing. The general rule is to spell out a term
the first time it is used, followed by the abbreviation or acronym in parentheses. For
subsequent mentions, the abbreviation or acronym can be used. For example, "The
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) released its annual report. The FBI stated..." This
approach ensures that readers unfamiliar with the abbreviation can understand the full
term upon its first appearance. Certain widely recognized abbreviations, like "NASA" or
"UN," may be used without prior explanation depending on the publication's established
style.

Quotations and Attributions

Accurate and clear quotation and attribution are fundamental to journalistic integrity, and
CMOS journalism writing offers detailed guidance on these practices. Properly handling
direct and indirect quotes ensures that sources are credited accurately and that the
reader can distinguish between the reporter's words and the subject's statements.

Punctuation with Quotation Marks

CMOS dictates specific punctuation rules when incorporating quotation marks. In
American English, periods and commas almost always go inside the closing quotation



mark, regardless of whether they are part of the quoted material. For example, "He said, 'I
will be there.'" or "She responded, 'That is an interesting point.'" Semicolons and colons,
however, typically go outside the closing quotation mark. This convention, while specific
to American style, is crucial for maintaining consistency in journalism.

Attributing Sources Correctly

Attribution is vital for establishing the credibility of a news report. CMOS journalism
writing advises using clear attribution phrases, often placed after the quoted material or
the statement being attributed. Common attribution verbs include "said," "stated,"
"added," and "according to." The manual also provides guidance on how to handle partial
quotes, paraphrased statements, and indirect attributions, always emphasizing the need
for clarity and precision to avoid misrepresenting the speaker or source.

Reporting Dialogue

When reporting dialogue or extended quotes, CMOS offers specific formatting
conventions. Short quotations are typically embedded directly into the text. Longer
quotations, often exceeding 100 words or several lines of text, may be presented as block
quotes, indented from the main text and without quotation marks. This formatting visually
separates the quoted material, making it easier for the reader to follow. The Chicago
Manual of Style journalism writing aims to make these distinctions as clear as possible.

Citations and Source Management

While traditional journalism may not always require formal academic citations, the
principles of source management and attribution are paramount. CMOS journalism
writing, through its emphasis on transparency and accuracy, provides a strong foundation
for this. When sources need to be identified or further information provided, adhering to
CMOS principles ensures a professional and credible presentation.

When to Cite in Journalism

In journalistic contexts, formal citations are often less frequent than in academic writing.
However, when reporting on specific studies, statistics, or reports, referencing the
original source is crucial. CMOS principles guide journalists to clearly indicate where
information originates, whether it's from a press release, a research paper, an interview,
or a public statement. This might involve mentioning the organization that produced the
study or the publication where the data first appeared.



In-Text Referencing in a Journalistic Style

For journalistic purposes, in-text references are typically brief and integrated into the
narrative. This could involve stating, "According to a report by the Pew Research
Center..." or "The data, published in the journal Nature, indicated..." The goal is to provide
enough information for the reader to understand the origin of the information without
disrupting the flow of the article. CMOS encourages a practical approach that balances
thoroughness with readability, which is essential for news consumption.

Digital Journalism and CMOS

The advent of digital media has presented new challenges and opportunities for
journalistic style, and the Chicago Manual of Style has evolved to address these. CMOS
journalism writing principles are readily adaptable to online platforms, ensuring that
content remains clear, accurate, and consistent across various digital formats.

Formatting for Online Readability

Digital journalism often requires shorter paragraphs, clear headings, and the use of bullet
points or lists to break up text and improve scannability. CMOS provides guidance on
effective formatting that aids reader engagement online. This includes recommendations
on when to use bold text for emphasis and how to structure content logically for web
consumption. The underlying goal remains the same: to communicate information
effectively.

Hyperlinks and External References

While this article refrains from using hyperlinks, CMOS does address their use in digital
contexts. In publications that utilize them, the manual offers advice on when and how to
incorporate hyperlinks to external sources, allowing readers to access further information
without leaving the primary article. When external links are used, the surrounding text
should still clearly identify the nature of the linked content, maintaining transparency.

Social Media and Style Consistency

Journalists also use social media platforms to disseminate information and engage with
audiences. While social media has its own informal conventions, CMOS journalism writing
principles can still inform the concise and clear communication expected even in these
environments. Clarity, accuracy, and proper attribution remain important, even in
character-limited formats, though adaptations are often necessary.



Common Pitfalls in CMOS Journalism Writing

Despite the clear guidelines provided by the Chicago Manual of Style, journalists can
sometimes fall into common pitfalls when applying its rules. Recognizing these potential
errors is the first step toward avoiding them and ensuring high-quality journalistic output.

Inconsistent Treatment of Numbers

One frequent issue is the inconsistent application of rules regarding numbers. Forgetting
to spell out numbers below 100 or improperly capitalizing numbers at the beginning of a
sentence can lead to stylistic errors. Journalists must maintain a constant awareness of
these numerical conventions to ensure uniformity throughout their work.

Ambiguous Attributions

Another common pitfall is vague or ambiguous attribution. Failing to clearly state who
said what, or using attribution verbs that are imprecise, can confuse readers and
undermine the credibility of the report. Proper attribution requires specificity, ensuring
that the origin of every piece of information is clear.

Overuse of Abbreviations

While abbreviations and acronyms are useful for conciseness, their overuse can lead to
confusion, especially if they are not properly introduced or if too many unfamiliar
acronyms are used in quick succession. Journalists should remember the CMOS guideline
of introducing abbreviations upon first use to ensure accessibility for all readers.

The Enduring Relevance of CMOS for Journalists

The Chicago Manual of Style journalism writing continues to be an indispensable resource
for journalists in the 21st century. Its comprehensive approach to grammar, punctuation,
style, and attribution provides a robust framework for producing clear, accurate, and
credible content. In an era of rapid information dissemination, the consistency and
professionalism that CMOS promotes are more important than ever for maintaining public
trust in journalistic institutions.

By adhering to the principles outlined in the manual, journalists can ensure that their
work is not only informative but also polished and authoritative. The enduring relevance of
CMOS lies in its adaptability and its unwavering commitment to the fundamental
principles of good writing. For any journalist aiming to produce high-quality, impactful



work, a thorough understanding and consistent application of the Chicago Manual of Style
is not just beneficial, but essential.

FAQ: Chicago Manual of Style Journalism Writing

Q: What is the primary purpose of the Chicago Manual
of Style in journalism?
A: The primary purpose of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) in journalism is to ensure
clarity, consistency, accuracy, and professionalism in written communication. It provides a
standardized set of rules for grammar, punctuation, capitalization, numbers, citations, and
other stylistic elements, which helps publications maintain a unified voice and enhances
reader comprehension and credibility.

Q: Does CMOS require formal footnotes or endnotes for
journalistic articles?
A: While CMOS provides comprehensive guidance on footnotes and endnotes for academic
works, traditional journalism typically uses a less formal approach. For journalistic
articles, CMOS principles emphasize clear in-text attribution and source identification
rather than formal endnotes. However, if specific studies or data are referenced, brief in-
text mentions of the source are crucial.

Q: How does CMOS handle the use of the Oxford comma
in journalistic writing?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style strongly recommends the use of the Oxford comma (the
serial comma) in a series of three or more items. This is to prevent ambiguity and ensure
clarity in sentences. For example, CMOS journalism writing would prefer "red, white, and
blue" over "red, white and blue."

Q: What are the general rules for capitalizing words in
journalistic headlines according to CMOS?
A: CMOS generally follows a title case style for headlines, where the first word, last word,
and all principal words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, pronouns) are capitalized.
Articles, prepositions, and conjunctions are typically lowercase unless they are the first or
last word of the headline. However, many publications adopt their own specific headline
styles, often based on CMOS principles.



Q: How should journalists introduce abbreviations and
acronyms according to CMOS?
A: CMOS journalism writing advises spelling out a term the first time it appears in an
article, followed by the abbreviation or acronym in parentheses. For subsequent mentions,
the abbreviation or acronym can be used. For instance, "The National Aeronautics and
Space Administration (NASA) announced..." followed by "NASA reported..."

Q: Are there specific guidelines in CMOS for using
numbers in journalistic articles?
A: Yes, CMOS provides clear guidelines. Generally, numbers zero through nine are spelled
out, and numerals are used for 10 and above. However, there are exceptions, such as
when numbers begin a sentence (always spelled out) or when dealing with exact
measurements, ages, or monetary values.

Q: How does CMOS address the integration of digital
elements like hyperlinks into journalistic content?
A: While this article avoids them, CMOS does offer guidance on using hyperlinks in digital
journalism. It suggests that hyperlinks should be used judiciously to provide readers with
access to further relevant information, and the surrounding text should clearly indicate
the nature of the linked content to maintain transparency and reader understanding.

Q: Why is consistency in style crucial for Chicago
Manual of Style journalism writing?
A: Consistency is paramount because it fosters reader trust and professionalism. When a
publication adheres to a single style guide like CMOS, readers are less likely to be
distracted by stylistic variations, allowing them to focus on the content. It also presents a
cohesive and authoritative image for the news organization.
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