
chicago manual spelling of acronyms
The Chicago Manual of Style: Navigating Acronyms and Initialisms

chicago manual spelling of acronyms presents a nuanced approach to handling abbreviations, a
crucial aspect of clear and consistent writing. Whether you're crafting academic papers, professional
reports, or even engaging blog posts, understanding how the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) advises
on the formation, capitalization, and punctuation of acronyms and initialisms is paramount. This guide
will delve into the intricacies of this style guide, exploring its principles for clarity, consistency, and
adherence to established conventions. We will cover the foundational rules for defining acronyms, the
specific guidance on pluralization, possessives, and even how to address common acronyms that
have become words in their own right.
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Understanding Acronyms vs. Initialisms

A fundamental distinction within the realm of abbreviations is between acronyms and initialisms, and
the Chicago Manual of Style offers clear guidance on this. An acronym is an abbreviation formed from
the initial letters of other words and pronounced as a word, such as NASA (National Aeronautics and
Space Administration) or NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization). In contrast, an initialism is an
abbreviation formed from the initial letters of other words but pronounced letter by letter, like FBI
(Federal Bureau of Investigation) or CPU (Central Processing Unit). While the distinction might seem
minor, understanding it helps in applying the correct stylistic rules for each.

The CMOS generally treats both categories with similar stylistic considerations regarding
capitalization and punctuation, aiming for maximum readability and avoiding ambiguity. However,
recognizing the difference is the first step in correctly applying the manual's recommendations. For
the purposes of this discussion on the Chicago Manual spelling of acronyms, we will often use the
term "acronym" to encompass both acronyms and initialisms unless a specific distinction is crucial to
the stylistic point being made.

Defining Acronyms for Clarity

One of the most critical recommendations from the Chicago Manual of Style regarding acronyms is



the importance of defining them upon their first use. This practice ensures that your readers,
regardless of their familiarity with the abbreviation, can fully understand the text. The standard
convention is to spell out the full name of the organization, entity, or concept, followed immediately
by the acronym in parentheses. For instance, you would write "the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA)" the first time you mention it.

This rule is not merely a suggestion; it's a cornerstone of clear communication, especially in academic
and professional writing where precision is paramount. When dealing with less common acronyms or
those specific to a particular field, this initial definition becomes even more vital. Failing to define an
acronym can lead to confusion, re-reading, and a breakdown in the reader's comprehension,
undermining the effectiveness of your writing. The CMOS prioritizes reader comprehension above all
else.

Capitalization Rules for Acronyms

The Chicago Manual of Style generally advocates for capitalizing all letters of acronyms and
initialisms. This means that even if the original phrase contains lowercase letters, the resulting
abbreviation should be in uppercase. So, "North Atlantic Treaty Organization" becomes NATO, and
"Federal Bureau of Investigation" becomes FBI. This consistent capitalization helps to clearly
distinguish abbreviations from regular words and maintains a professional and uniform appearance
throughout the text.

There are, however, a few exceptions and considerations. Some acronyms have become so widely
recognized and integrated into the English language that they are treated as common nouns and are
therefore not capitalized. Examples include radar, scuba, and laser. However, the CMOS advises
careful judgment here, and when in doubt, it is generally safer to stick to the uppercase convention.
The key is consistency within your own work; once you establish a style for a particular acronym,
adhere to it.

Pluralizing Acronyms and Initialisms

Forming the plural of acronyms and initialisms can sometimes be a point of confusion, but the
Chicago Manual of Style offers straightforward guidance. To make an acronym plural, you typically
just add an 's' to the end of the abbreviation without any apostrophe. For example, if you are referring
to multiple instances of a United States Information Agency (USIA) broadcast, you would refer to them
as "USIAs." Similarly, multiple Central Processing Units (CPUs) would be "CPUs."

This rule applies regardless of whether the acronym is pronounced as a word or letter by letter. The
absence of an apostrophe in the pluralization of acronyms is a key distinction from forming the
possessive, and adhering to this convention helps to avoid common grammatical errors. It's a simple
but important rule for maintaining clarity and correctness in your writing when discussing multiple
instances of something represented by an acronym.



Forming Possessives with Acronyms

When an acronym or initialism needs to show possession, the Chicago Manual of Style follows the
standard rules for forming possessives in English. To make an acronym possessive, you generally add
an apostrophe followed by an 's' to the end of the abbreviation. For instance, if you are discussing the
policies of the National Organization for Women (NOW), you would write "NOW's policies." Likewise,
for the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), you might refer to "the FAA's new regulations."

This rule holds true even for acronyms ending in 's' or plural acronyms. For example, if you were
referring to the collective impact of several Federal Communications Commissions (FCCs), you might
write "the FCCs' decisions." However, the CMOS also advises that in some cases, particularly with very
common or established acronyms, using a possessive might sound awkward. In such instances,
rephrasing to avoid the possessive form, perhaps by using "of the" construction, might be a better
stylistic choice. Always prioritize natural flow and clarity.

The Case of Acronyms as Words

As mentioned previously, certain acronyms have transcended their abbreviated origins and become
fully integrated into the English lexicon, often functioning as common nouns. The Chicago Manual of
Style acknowledges this evolution and suggests treating such words as standard vocabulary. This
means they are generally not capitalized and are subject to the normal rules of English grammar,
including pluralization and possessives. Examples include radar, scuba, laser, and sonar.

The key here is recognition and common usage. If an acronym is widely understood and used without
reference to its original full form, it's often appropriate to lowercase it. However, the manual also
cautions against prematurely treating an abbreviation as a word. If there's any doubt about whether
an acronym has achieved this status, it is generally safer to retain its uppercase form. Consistency is
once again the guiding principle; once you decide to treat an acronym as a word, do so consistently.

Punctuation with Acronyms

The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises against using periods within acronyms or initialisms.
So, instead of "U.S.A." or "F.B.I.," the preferred style is "USA" and "FBI." This approach aligns with the
trend toward cleaner, more streamlined typography and is widely adopted in most modern
publications. This rule applies to both acronyms and initialisms.

However, there are some exceptions to this rule, particularly for abbreviations that are so well-
established that their punctuated form is standard, such as "Mr.," "Mrs.," or "Dr." When these appear
at the end of a sentence, a single period serves both functions. For acronyms and initialisms, the goal
is to present them in their most unadorned and readable form, so the omission of periods is the norm.
This also extends to the pluralization and possessive forms, as discussed in earlier sections.



Specific Examples and Common Pitfalls

Navigating the Chicago Manual of Style's rules for acronyms often involves looking at specific
examples. Consider the World Health Organization (WHO). When first mentioned, it's "World Health
Organization (WHO)." If referring to multiple WHO initiatives, it becomes "WHO initiatives." If
discussing the WHO's latest report, it's "the WHO's latest report."

A common pitfall is inconsistent application of the definition rule. Forgetting to define an acronym on
its first use can leave readers disoriented. Another mistake is the improper use of apostrophes in
plurals, such as writing "acronym's" instead of "acronyms." The manual also cautions against
overusing acronyms; if an abbreviation is used only once or twice, it might be clearer to simply use
the full term. Prioritizing clarity and the reader's experience should always be the primary
consideration.

Maintaining Consistency in Your Writing

Ultimately, the most crucial aspect of following the Chicago Manual of Style for acronyms is
maintaining absolute consistency throughout your work. Whether you are writing a short article or a
lengthy book, the way you introduce, capitalize, pluralize, and punctuate acronyms should remain
uniform. This consistency creates a polished and professional impression, demonstrating attention to
detail and respect for your readers.

Before embarking on a significant writing project, it is often beneficial to compile a list of all acronyms
you intend to use, along with their full forms. This reference can help you track your usage and
ensure adherence to the CMOS guidelines. If you are working with a style guide specific to a particular
publication or institution, always defer to that guide, as it may have modifications to the general
CMOS rules. But for general purposes, understanding and applying these principles will significantly
enhance the quality and clarity of your written communication.

FAQ

Q: What is the general rule for capitalizing acronyms in the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends capitalizing all letters of acronyms and
initialisms. For example, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration becomes NASA, and the
Federal Bureau of Investigation becomes FBI.

Q: When should I define an acronym according to the Chicago
Manual of Style?
A: You should define an acronym upon its first use in your text. The standard practice is to spell out
the full name of the entity or concept followed by the acronym in parentheses. For instance, "the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)."



Q: How do I make an acronym plural in Chicago style?
A: To make an acronym plural, you simply add an 's' to the end of the abbreviation without using an
apostrophe. For example, multiple Central Processing Units would be referred to as CPUs.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's rule for possessive
acronyms?
A: To form the possessive of an acronym, you add an apostrophe followed by an 's' to the end of the
abbreviation. For example, "the United Nations' mission" or "the FBI's investigation."

Q: Are there any acronyms that should not be capitalized
according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Yes, some acronyms that have become common words in the English language are no longer
capitalized. Examples include radar, scuba, and laser. However, the manual advises caution and
consistency in applying this exception.

Q: Should I use periods in acronyms under the Chicago
Manual of Style?
A: Generally, no. The Chicago Manual of Style advises against using periods within acronyms and
initialisms, preferring a clean, unpunctuated form like USA or FBI.

Q: What if an acronym is very common and used frequently?
Does the Chicago Manual of Style have special rules for
those?
A: For very common acronyms that have become widely recognized, the Chicago Manual of Style still
emphasizes defining them on first use. The rules for capitalization, pluralization, and possessives
generally apply as outlined, but clarity and reader comprehension remain the paramount
considerations.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle acronyms
that are acronyms themselves (e.g., acronyms within
acronyms)?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style treats nested acronyms similarly to standard ones. Each level should
be defined if it's the first instance of that particular abbreviation appearing in the text, and
capitalization and punctuation rules apply individually to each component.



Q: What is the primary goal of the Chicago Manual of Style's
guidelines on acronyms?
A: The primary goal is to ensure clarity, consistency, and readability for the audience. By providing
standardized rules, the manual helps writers avoid ambiguity and present information in a
professional and accessible manner.
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