
chicago manual of style spelling of
abbreviations
The Chicago Manual of Style spelling of abbreviations is a crucial aspect of scholarly and professional
writing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and adherence to established editorial standards. Navigating
the nuances of how to abbreviate common terms, titles, geographical locations, and units of
measurement can be a complex task for writers. This guide will delve into the foundational principles
and specific rules that govern the Chicago Manual of Style's approach to abbreviations, offering
practical advice and detailed explanations to help writers master this essential element of manuscript
preparation. We will explore when to abbreviate, how to punctuate them correctly, and the preferred
forms for various categories, making your writing polished and professional.

Table of Contents
Introduction to Chicago Manual of Style Abbreviation Rules
General Principles for Abbreviating in Chicago Style
Abbreviations for Titles and Forms of Address
Standard Abbreviations in Chicago Style
Geographic Abbreviations
Abbreviations for Units of Measurement
Handling Acronyms and Initialisms
When Not to Abbreviate
Punctuation of Abbreviations
Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

General Principles for Abbreviating in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a comprehensive framework for the correct use of
abbreviations, prioritizing clarity and consistency above all else. A fundamental principle is to
abbreviate only when it serves a purpose, typically for space-saving or when the abbreviation is
widely recognized and unambiguous. Writers should consider their audience and the context; a highly
specialized audience might understand more technical abbreviations than a general readership.
CMOS generally advises against abbreviating common words unless they appear frequently and in a
consistent context where their meaning is immediately clear. The goal is to enhance readability, not
to create confusion.

Another key principle is consistency. Once a decision is made to abbreviate a particular term or series
of terms, that style should be maintained throughout the document. This applies to both in-text
citations and the main body of the text. CMOS provides extensive lists of acceptable abbreviations,
but it also empowers writers to create their own abbreviations if necessary, provided they are defined
clearly upon first use. This definition can be done parenthetically or in a glossary, depending on the
length and nature of the document.



Abbreviations for Titles and Forms of Address

Chicago Style offers specific guidance on abbreviating titles and forms of address when they precede
a name. The general rule is to abbreviate most titles when they are used with a full name, but to spell
them out when used with a last name alone or with a first name alone. For instance, "Dr. John Smith"
is correct, but "Doctor Smith" or "Doctor John" would be preferred if the title is spelled out. However,
there are exceptions, and certain titles are almost always spelled out.

Some common titles that are typically abbreviated when used with a full name include:

Mr.

Mrs.

Ms.

Dr.

Rev.

Gov.

Sen.

Rep.

Conversely, titles like President, General, Admiral, and Professor are usually spelled out, even when
preceding a full name. It's also important to note the distinction between formal titles and academic
degrees. Academic degrees are typically abbreviated and often appear after the name, such as "John
Smith, PhD." The specific rules for titles can be intricate, and consulting the latest edition of CMOS is
always recommended for definitive guidance.

Standard Abbreviations in Chicago Style

Chicago Style includes a vast array of standard abbreviations that are acceptable for use in most
contexts, particularly when space is a consideration or for commonly understood terms. These include
abbreviations for common professional designations, historical periods, and certain frequently used
terms in academic writing. For example, "Ph.D.," "M.A.," and "M.D." are standard abbreviations for
academic degrees. Similarly, terms like "et al." (and others), "i.e." (that is), and "e.g." (for example)
are Latin abbreviations that are widely accepted and used in scholarly writing.

The manual also provides guidance on abbreviations for organizations and societies. If an organization
is commonly known by its acronym, such as NATO or UNESCO, it can often be used after its full name
is first provided. However, it is crucial to ensure that the acronym is indeed widely recognized by the



intended audience. If there is any doubt, it is safer to spell out the full name. The principle of clarity
remains paramount.

Geographic Abbreviations

When referring to geographical locations, Chicago Style has specific rules regarding abbreviations.
State names are typically spelled out in the text of a manuscript but may be abbreviated when used
in conjunction with a city in specific contexts, such as in footnotes or endnotes, or in address blocks.
For example, "Illinois" would be spelled out, but in a footnote about a city in Illinois, one might see
"Chicago, Ill." However, for full state names, spelling them out is the default and preferred method in
most prose.

Foreign countries and their subdivisions also have specific conventions. Generally, spell out the
names of countries and major cities. For less familiar places or in contexts where space is extremely
limited, established abbreviations might be used, but this is less common in standard prose.
International organizations and bodies may also have approved abbreviations, but again, clarity and
audience recognition are key considerations. The Chicago Manual of Style offers detailed lists and
examples for a wide range of geographical references.

Abbreviations for Units of Measurement

Abbreviations for units of measurement in Chicago Style are generally standard and align with widely
accepted conventions. For most common units of measurement, such as those in the metric system
and the U.S. customary system, abbreviations are permitted and often preferred, especially when
quantities are involved. These abbreviations are typically presented without periods.

Examples of commonly accepted abbreviations for units of measurement include:

kg (kilogram)

m (meter)

cm (centimeter)

L (liter)

g (gram)

oz (ounce)

lb (pound)

in. (inch) - Note: Some common units like inch and foot retain a period.

ft (foot)



yd (yard)

mph (miles per hour)

F (Fahrenheit)

C (Celsius)

It is important to maintain consistency in the use of these abbreviations. When using a specific unit
multiple times within a document, the abbreviated form should be used uniformly. For less common
or specialized units, consulting the relevant scientific or technical style guides, or the latest edition of
CMOS, is advisable. CMOS also distinguishes between abbreviations used in prose and those used in
tables, where brevity is often more critical.

Handling Acronyms and Initialisms

Acronyms and initialisms, which are formed from the initial letters of other words, require careful
handling in Chicago Style. The primary rule is to spell out the full name of the organization or term on
its first appearance, followed by the acronym or initialism in parentheses. Subsequent uses can then
employ the abbreviation. For example, "The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)
announced new findings..." Then, "NASA stated that..."

Not all acronyms require this introductory explanation. If an acronym is extremely common and
universally understood by the target audience, such as FBI or CIA, it can often be used without prior
definition. However, for less familiar acronyms, or in scholarly works where precision is paramount,
the full definition is indispensable. CMOS also advises on the formation and punctuation of acronyms,
such as whether to include periods (e.g., U.S.A. vs. USA) or to capitalize them (e.g., Scuba vs. scuba).

When Not to Abbreviate

Despite the utility of abbreviations, Chicago Style strongly advises against their use in certain
situations to maintain formality and clarity. Generally, common words that are not unwieldy should be
spelled out, especially if their abbreviation is not universally recognized or if it might cause ambiguity.
This includes words like "street," "avenue," "company," or "and" when they appear in prose rather
than in specific contexts like addresses or citations where abbreviations are conventional.

Furthermore, proper nouns that are not standard abbreviations should always be spelled out. For
instance, the names of people, cities, and countries should not be abbreviated unless a specific,
accepted convention exists. The primary determinant for whether to abbreviate is whether the
abbreviation enhances clarity and conciseness without sacrificing understanding. If an abbreviation
could lead to confusion or requires the reader to pause and decipher it, it is best to spell out the full
term.



Punctuation of Abbreviations

The punctuation of abbreviations in Chicago Style can vary, but there are general guidelines. Many
abbreviations of Latin phrases, such as "i.e." and "e.g.," retain their periods. Similarly, abbreviations
for units of measurement that consist of a single word and are commonly understood, like "inch." (in.)
and "foot." (ft.), may retain their periods. However, many common abbreviations, particularly those
for organizations and scientific units, omit periods, such as "NASA" and "kg."

When an abbreviation appears at the end of a sentence, the period of the abbreviation typically
serves as the sentence's terminal punctuation. For example, "He traveled at 60 mph." However, if the
abbreviation is part of a quotation that ends with a question mark or exclamation point, that
punctuation mark should precede the abbreviation's period, if it has one, or stand alone if the
abbreviation itself does not require a period. The key is to apply the rules consistently and consult
CMOS for specific instances.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

One of the most common pitfalls when dealing with the Chicago Manual of Style spelling of
abbreviations is inconsistency. Writers may abbreviate a term in one instance and spell it out in
another, or they may use different forms of the same abbreviation throughout a document. To avoid
this, create a style sheet for your project, noting every abbreviation used and its defined form.

Another pitfall is assuming an abbreviation is universally understood. While terms like "Dr." are
common, abbreviations for less familiar organizations or technical terms might require definition.
Always err on the side of caution and define abbreviations upon their first use, especially in academic
or technical writing. Over-abbreviating is also a common mistake; if a word is short and commonly
understood, spelling it out is often the clearer choice. Familiarize yourself thoroughly with the specific
recommendations in the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style to ensure accurate and
professional application of its abbreviation rules.

FAQ

Q: When should I use periods in abbreviations according to
the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style's rules for periods in abbreviations can be nuanced. Generally,
abbreviations for Latin phrases like "i.e." and "e.g." retain their periods. Some common abbreviations
derived from single words, such as "inch." (in.) and "foot." (ft.), also use periods. However, many
common abbreviations, especially for organizations (e.g., NASA) and units of measurement (e.g., kg,
m), are written without periods. It's essential to consult the specific list of abbreviations in CMOS for
definitive guidance, as there are exceptions.



Q: How does Chicago Style handle abbreviations for state
names?
A: In the main body of a manuscript, Chicago Style generally prefers to spell out state names in full
(e.g., Illinois, California). Abbreviations for states are typically reserved for specific contexts, such as
when used in conjunction with a city in footnotes or endnotes, or for address blocks. Even in these
contexts, the manual often recommends using the full name if space permits and clarity is not
compromised.

Q: What is the rule for introducing acronyms for the first time
in a Chicago Style document?
A: The standard practice in Chicago Style for introducing acronyms and initialisms is to spell out the
full term on its first appearance, followed immediately by the acronym or initialism in parentheses.
For example, "The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)."
Subsequent mentions in the text can then use the defined acronym (e.g., UNESCO).

Q: Are there any common words that Chicago Style advises
against abbreviating in general prose?
A: Yes, Chicago Style generally advises against abbreviating common words that are not particularly
long or unwieldy, especially if the abbreviation is not widely recognized or could lead to ambiguity.
This includes terms like "street," "avenue," "company," and "and" when they appear in standard
prose, as opposed to specific contexts like addresses or citations where abbreviations are
conventional. The guiding principle is clarity and readability.

Q: How should I abbreviate academic degrees in Chicago
Style?
A: Academic degrees are typically abbreviated in Chicago Style and are usually placed after the
individual's name. Common abbreviations include Ph.D. for Doctor of Philosophy, M.A. for Master of
Arts, and M.D. for Doctor of Medicine. Note the use of periods in these common degree abbreviations.
Consistency in their use throughout the document is important.

Q: What is the best practice for using abbreviations in tables
according to Chicago Style?
A: Chicago Style acknowledges that tables often require greater brevity than prose. Therefore,
abbreviations are more freely used in tables to save space and improve readability. However, it is still
crucial to ensure that the abbreviations used are understandable to the intended audience. If an
abbreviation might be unclear, it should be defined in a footnote or a key accompanying the table.



Q: Does Chicago Style have specific rules for abbreviations of
time periods?
A: Yes, Chicago Style provides guidance for abbreviating certain time periods, particularly in historical
contexts. For example, well-established abbreviations for centuries or specific eras might be
permissible if they are clearly understood. However, as with all abbreviations, the primary
consideration is whether the abbreviation enhances clarity and conciseness without causing confusion
for the reader.

Q: What if I need to abbreviate a term not listed in the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: If you encounter a term that is not explicitly listed in the Chicago Manual of Style and you wish to
abbreviate it, you should spell out the full term on its first use and then define the abbreviation in
parentheses. This ensures that your readers understand your chosen abbreviation. Maintaining
consistency with your chosen abbreviation throughout the rest of the document is crucial.
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