
chicago manual style common errors

Title: Mastering Chicago Manual Style: Navigating Common Errors for Polished Writing

chicago manual style common errors are frequently encountered by writers across academic disciplines,
publishing houses, and various professional fields. Adhering to the meticulous guidelines of The Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS) is crucial for maintaining clarity, consistency, and credibility in written work.
This comprehensive guide delves into the most prevalent mistakes made when applying CMOS, offering
detailed explanations and practical advice to help writers avoid these pitfalls. We will explore issues related
to citations, punctuation, capitalization, and formatting, providing the knowledge necessary to produce
polished, professional prose that meets the rigorous standards expected by CMOS. Understanding these
common errors is the first step towards achieving accurate and sophisticated documentation.
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Citation Nightmares: The Most Frequent Footnote and Endnote
Blunders

One of the most significant areas where writers stumble when using The Chicago Manual of Style is in the
realm of citations, particularly footnotes and endnotes. The detailed nature of Chicago's bibliographic
requirements means that even minor deviations can lead to significant errors. A common mistake involves
the inconsistent formatting of book titles, article names, and publication details within notes. For instance,
failing to italicize book titles or put article titles in quotation marks, as required by CMOS, is a widespread
issue. Furthermore, the order of author names, publication year, and page numbers must be precise.
Forgetting to include essential information like publisher or the specific page number referenced is also a
frequent oversight.



Incorrect Treatment of Titles

The treatment of titles is a recurring source of error. Chicago mandates specific punctuation and style for
different types of works. Book titles should always be italicized in both notes and the bibliography. Articles,
essays, and chapters within edited collections or journals should be enclosed in quotation marks. When
citing periodicals like newspapers or magazines, the title of the publication itself is italicized, while the
individual article title within it is placed in quotation marks. Many writers confuse these rules, leading to
inconsistent formatting that undermines the professional appearance of their work.

Omission of Essential Publication Details

Another significant error is the omission of critical publication details. For books, this typically includes the
author(s), full title, place of publication, publisher, and year of publication. For journal articles, it's the
author(s), article title, journal title, volume number, issue number, date, and page range. In footnotes and
endnotes, the specific page number(s) for the citation are also mandatory. Neglecting any of these elements,
or presenting them in the wrong order, constitutes a common Chicago Manual Style error that can lead to a
loss of credibility and a perceived lack of thoroughness.

Inconsistent Authorial Information

The way author names are presented can also be a pitfall. In footnotes and endnotes, the first name
generally comes before the last name (e.g., Jane Doe). However, in the bibliography, the author's last name
is typically placed first (e.g., Doe, Jane). Confusing these two formats, or inconsistently applying them
throughout a document, is a frequent mistake. Moreover, issues arise with multiple authors; Chicago has
specific rules for handling two, three, and more authors, which are often misapplied.

Punctuation Pitfalls: Navigating Commas, Apostrophes, and More

Beyond citations, punctuation is a battleground for many writers attempting to adhere to The Chicago
Manual of Style. While punctuation rules can seem straightforward, CMOS introduces specific nuances that
often lead to common errors. These include the serial comma debate, the correct use of apostrophes for
possession and contractions, and the precise application of hyphens and dashes. Mastery of these elements is
crucial for sentence clarity and adherence to stylistic conventions.



The Serial Comma (Oxford Comma) Dilemma

Perhaps the most debated punctuation mark, the serial comma, or Oxford comma, is a frequent point of
contention. CMOS strongly advocates for the use of the serial comma – the comma that precedes the
conjunction in a list of three or more items (e.g., red, white, and blue). Many writers, particularly those
trained in journalism styles that omit it, struggle with this rule. Failing to use the serial comma when
required by Chicago can lead to ambiguity in sentences and is considered a common error. Conversely,
overusing it in situations where it's not necessary can also be a stylistic misstep.

Apostrophe Abuse: Possession and Contractions

Apostrophes are notoriously mishandled. Common errors include confusing possessives with plurals (e.g.,
"apple's" instead of "apples" for a quantity, or "the dog's" instead of "the dogs" for multiple dogs). The rules
for forming possessives with singular nouns ending in 's' can also be tricky. Furthermore, the apostrophe is
used for contractions (e.g., "it's" for "it is"). Writers often incorrectly use "its" (possessive) when they mean
"it's" or vice versa, a classic error that demonstrates a misunderstanding of the apostrophe's function. The
possessive pronoun "its" never takes an apostrophe.

Hyphens vs. Dashes: A Common Misapplication

The distinction between hyphens and dashes is another area rife with common errors. Hyphens are
typically used to join words to form compound words (e.g., "well-being," "state-of-the-art"). Em dashes (—)
and en dashes (–) have distinct uses. Em dashes are often used to set off parenthetical information or create a
strong break in thought, similar to parentheses but more emphatic. En dashes are used to indicate ranges
(e.g., "pages 10–20") or sometimes to connect compound adjectives where one element is already
hyphenated. Incorrectly substituting hyphens for dashes or using them in the wrong contexts is a
pervasive problem.

Capitalization Conundrums: When to Capitalize and When to Let
It Be

Capitalization rules in The Chicago Manual of Style can be complex, especially when dealing with proper
nouns, titles of works, and specific terminology. Writers often fall into common error patterns by over-
capitalizing or under-capitalizing in ways that deviate from CMOS guidelines, impacting the perceived
professionalism and adherence to established norms.



Proper Nouns vs. Common Nouns

A fundamental error is the misidentification of proper nouns versus common nouns. Proper nouns, which
refer to specific people, places, organizations, or things, are capitalized. However, writers sometimes
capitalize common nouns that are not specific enough, or conversely, fail to capitalize proper nouns when
they should. For example, "the President" should be capitalized when referring to the current holder of
that office, but not when referring to the role in a general sense. Similarly, names of specific historical
periods or events are capitalized.

Titles of Works: Books, Articles, and Chapters

As mentioned in the citation section, the capitalization of titles is critical. CMOS follows "title case" for titles
of books, articles, and other works, meaning the first word, last word, and all principal words (nouns,
pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and some prepositions and conjunctions) are capitalized. Minor words
like articles (a, an, the), prepositions (of, in, on, at), and conjunctions (and, but, or) are generally not
capitalized unless they are the first or last word of the title. Errors often arise from inconsistent application
of these rules or by applying them to headings within the text incorrectly.

Acronyms and Initialisms

The capitalization of acronyms and initialisms, formed from the first letters of words, also presents
challenges. Generally, these are capitalized (e.g., NASA, FBI). However, when an acronym becomes so
common that it's treated as a word, it may be lowercased (e.g., radar, laser). Chicago provides specific
guidance on this, and inconsistent application or failure to follow established conventions for well-known
acronyms constitutes a common error.

Formatting Faux Pas: Margins, Spacing, and Typographical
Challenges

Beyond linguistic and citation complexities, the physical presentation of a document according to The
Chicago Manual of Style is another area where common errors can occur. Adherence to specific formatting
guidelines is essential for readability and professional presentation, particularly in academic and publishing
contexts.



Margins, Indentation, and Spacing

While The Chicago Manual of Style is less prescriptive about margins and spacing than some other style
guides, consistency is key. A common error is inconsistent paragraph indentation. Chicago generally favors
indenting the first line of each paragraph, except for the first paragraph of a chapter or section. Double-
spacing throughout the manuscript is also a standard expectation for academic papers and many manuscripts
submitted for publication. Deviating from these conventions without a clear stylistic reason is a formatting
faux pas.

Page Numbering and Running Heads

Page numbering can be a source of minor but persistent errors. Chicago specifies that page numbers
typically appear in the upper right-hand corner of the page, beginning with the first page of the text (not
the title page). The title page itself usually does not have a page number. Running heads (or headers) are
also an area where inconsistencies can arise. If used, they should be consistent in their formatting and
content, usually including the author's last name and a shortened version of the title. Forgetting to number
pages or inconsistently formatting running heads are common issues.

Typographical Conventions

Typographical conventions encompass a range of details, from the use of specific fonts to the treatment of
special characters. While CMOS doesn't mandate a particular font, consistency within a document is
paramount. A more frequent error relates to the use of special characters or symbols. For instance, using a
standard hyphen when an en dash or em dash is required, or failing to use proper typographical quotation
marks (curly quotes) instead of straight quotes, are common typographical errors that detract from the
professional appearance of the text.

The Nuances of Numbers and Abbreviations

Handling numbers and abbreviations correctly according to The Chicago Manual of Style requires careful
attention to detail. Writers often make common errors by applying inconsistent rules or by failing to
consult the specific guidelines for various types of numerical and abbreviated expressions.



When to Spell Out Numbers

One of the most common errors regarding numbers is inconsistent application of the rule to spell out
numbers below ten (e.g., "five," "nine") and use numerals for numbers ten and above (e.g., "10," "100").
However, Chicago has exceptions: numerals are used for dates, times, percentages, and when referring to
units of measurement. Furthermore, if numbers are used at the beginning of a sentence, they should
always be spelled out, regardless of their value. Conversely, mixing spelled-out numbers and numerals
within the same context without a clear reason is a common stylistic flaw.

Abbreviation Usage and Consistency

The use of abbreviations, both common ones and those specific to a field, requires careful management. A
primary error is the unnecessary abbreviation of words that are commonly spelled out. Conversely,
abbreviating terms too early in a document without defining them first is also problematic. Chicago
provides extensive lists of acceptable abbreviations for units of measurement, time, and other contexts.
Writers must ensure they are using these abbreviations correctly and consistently. For instance, the
abbreviation "etc." should generally be preceded by a comma, and its use should be sparing.

Avoiding Misplaced Modifiers and Pronoun Agreement Issues

Beyond the explicit rules of punctuation and formatting, The Chicago Manual of Style also emphasizes
clarity in sentence construction, which includes avoiding common grammatical errors like misplaced
modifiers and ensuring pronoun agreement. These issues, while perhaps less visible than citation errors,
significantly impact the readability and professionalism of writing.

The Perils of Misplaced Modifiers

Misplaced modifiers occur when a descriptive word or phrase is positioned incorrectly in a sentence,
leading to unintended or nonsensical meanings. For example, "Walking down the street, the tall buildings
impressed me" suggests that the buildings were walking. The modifier "walking down the street" should
be closer to the subject it modifies, "I." Recognizing and correcting these often subtle errors is crucial for
clear communication. Writers frequently overlook how the placement of adjectives, adverbs, and
prepositional phrases can alter the intended meaning of a sentence.



Ensuring Pronoun Agreement

Pronoun agreement involves ensuring that pronouns match their antecedents in number, gender, and
person. A common error is a lack of agreement in number. For instance, using "they" to refer to a singular
antecedent, especially when the gender is unknown or irrelevant (e.g., "Each student should bring their
book"). While the singular "they" is increasingly accepted, traditional CMOS would favor rephrasing to
avoid the ambiguity or using "his or her." Errors also occur when the pronoun's case is incorrect (e.g., "Him
and I went to the store" instead of "He and I"). Maintaining clear and consistent pronoun reference is vital
for coherent prose.

Understanding the Difference Between Note and Bibliography
Style

A foundational element of The Chicago Manual of Style is its dual citation system: the notes-bibliography
system and the author-date system. Many writers, especially those new to Chicago, struggle to differentiate
between and correctly apply the nuances of the notes-bibliography style, leading to common errors in their
footnotes, endnotes, and bibliographies.

The Role of Footnotes/Endnotes

In the notes-bibliography system, footnotes (appearing at the bottom of the page) or endnotes (appearing at
the end of the chapter or document) provide specific source information for direct quotations, paraphrased
ideas, or factual assertions drawn from other works. Common errors here include inconsistent citation
formats between notes and the bibliography, incorrect placement of punctuation within notes, and failing to
provide sufficient information for a reader to locate the source. For subsequent citations of the same source,
using "ibid." or short-form notes is standard, but these are often misused or applied incorrectly.

Crafting the Bibliography

The bibliography, appearing at the end of the work, is an alphabetized list of all sources cited in the text.
While it serves a similar purpose to the notes, its format differs significantly. A common error is
inconsistent alphabetization or the inclusion of sources not cited in the text. Furthermore, the formatting of
entries in the bibliography must precisely mirror the conventions outlined in CMOS, including the order
of author names (last name first), publication details, and punctuation. The distinction between citing a
whole book versus a chapter or article within a book is also a frequent point of confusion.



Tips for Avoiding Common Chicago Manual Style Errors

Preventing common errors in The Chicago Manual of Style requires a proactive and systematic approach.
Familiarizing oneself with the core principles and maintaining diligent proofreading habits are paramount.
By implementing strategic practices, writers can significantly reduce the likelihood of making typical
mistakes.

Consult the Manual Regularly: Do not rely solely on memory. Keep a copy of The Chicago Manual of
Style handy and refer to it frequently for specific questions regarding punctuation, citations,
capitalization, and formatting. The online version is also an invaluable resource.

Utilize Style Checkers Wisely: While automated grammar and style checkers can flag potential
issues, they are not infallible. They may not understand the context or the specific rules of CMOS.
Use them as a first pass, but always follow up with manual review.

Create a Style Sheet: For larger projects or when consistency is paramount, develop a style sheet.
This document should outline key stylistic decisions, such as the treatment of specific terms,
capitalization preferences not explicitly covered by CMOS, and preferred citation formats for
recurring source types.

Focus on One Area at a Time: Instead of trying to master all aspects of CMOS at once, focus on one
common error area per revision. Dedicate a reading or editing pass specifically to checking
punctuation, another to citation accuracy, and another to capitalization.

Seek Peer Review: Have a colleague or peer who is familiar with CMOS review your work. A fresh
pair of eyes can often spot errors that the original author might overlook.

Understand the Rationale: Whenever possible, try to understand why a particular rule exists. For
instance, understanding the purpose of the serial comma (to prevent ambiguity) can reinforce its
correct application.

Practice Consistent Proofreading: Proofread your work multiple times, reading it aloud can help
catch awkward phrasing and grammatical errors. Ensure that your final proofread focuses solely on
identifying and correcting mechanical errors like typos and punctuation mistakes.

The Importance of Careful Proofreading

Ultimately, the most effective strategy for avoiding common Chicago Manual Style errors is rigorous and



meticulous proofreading. This involves multiple passes, each dedicated to a specific type of error. For
instance, one pass might focus solely on citation accuracy, another on punctuation, and a third on
typographical errors. Reading the document aloud can also help identify sentences that are awkwardly
constructed or contain grammatical mistakes that might be missed during silent reading. By cultivating a
habit of thorough review, writers can significantly enhance the accuracy and polish of their work,
ensuring it meets the high standards set by The Chicago Manual of Style.

FAQ

Q: What is the most frequent error in Chicago Manual Style citations for
books?
A: The most frequent error in Chicago Manual Style book citations often involves the inconsistent
formatting of titles, the omission of essential publication details like the publisher or publication year, and
incorrect ordering of author names in footnotes versus the bibliography.

Q: How can I avoid errors with the serial comma (Oxford comma) in
Chicago style?
A: To avoid errors with the serial comma, always include a comma before the conjunction in a list of three
or more items (e.g., apples, bananas, and cherries). This is a strong recommendation of CMOS and ensures
clarity in most contexts.

Q: What is a common mistake regarding apostrophes in Chicago Manual
Style?
A: A very common mistake with apostrophes is confusing possessives with plurals and the incorrect usage
of "its" versus "it's." Remember, "it's" is a contraction for "it is" or "it has," while "its" is the possessive
pronoun.

Q: When should I use numerals versus spelling out numbers in Chicago
Manual Style?
A: Generally, Chicago style spells out numbers below ten and uses numerals for ten and above. However,
always use numerals for dates, times, percentages, and measurements. Numbers at the beginning of a
sentence should always be spelled out.



Q: What is the difference between an em dash and an en dash in Chicago
Manual Style?
A: An em dash (—) is typically used for a stronger break in thought or to set off parenthetical information,
while an en dash (–) is used to indicate ranges (e.g., 1990–2000) or to connect compound adjectives where
one element is already hyphenated. A common error is using a hyphen for both.

Q: How does Chicago Manual Style handle capitalization in titles?
A: Chicago Manual Style uses "title case" for titles of books, articles, and chapters, capitalizing the first word,
last word, and all principal words. Minor words like articles, prepositions, and conjunctions are generally
not capitalized unless they are the first or last word.

Q: What are typical formatting errors in Chicago Manual Style
documents?
A: Typical formatting errors include inconsistent paragraph indentation, incorrect page numbering
(especially for the title page and introduction), and a lack of uniformity in running heads or headers.

Q: Is it acceptable to use "etc." frequently in Chicago Manual Style?
A: While "etc." is an acceptable abbreviation, its use should be sparing. A common error is over-reliance on
"etc." where a more specific list would be clearer. CMOS generally prefers more precise enumeration when
possible.

Q: What is the primary distinction between the notes-bibliography
system and the author-date system in CMOS?
A: The primary distinction is how sources are cited. The notes-bibliography system uses footnotes or
endnotes with a corresponding bibliography, while the author-date system uses parenthetical citations in
the text (Author Year, Page) followed by a reference list. Common errors arise from mixing elements of
these two systems.
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