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Understanding Chicago Style Academic Citation
for Geographic Information

chicago style academic citation geographic information demands precision and
adherence to specific guidelines to ensure academic integrity and clarity.
When referencing maps, atlases, geographic databases, or even research
findings grounded in spatial data, the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS)
provides a robust framework. This comprehensive guide will delve into the
nuances of citing various geographic resources, from historical maps to
contemporary digital datasets, ensuring your academic work meets the highest
standards. We will explore the essential components of a Chicago-style
citation for geographic materials, address common challenges, and offer
practical examples for footnotes/endnotes and bibliographies. Mastering these
techniques is crucial for scholars in fields like history, geography, urban
planning, and environmental science, where accurate attribution of spatial
knowledge is paramount.
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Key Components of a Chicago Style Geographic
Citation

When constructing a Chicago-style citation for geographic information,
several core elements are consistently required, whether in a
footnote/endnote or a bibliography entry. These components work together to
provide a complete and verifiable record of the source. Understanding these
fundamental pieces is the first step toward correctly citing any geographic
material. The goal is always to allow a reader to locate the exact piece of
geographic information being referenced with minimal effort.

Essential Elements for Accuracy
Regardless of the specific type of geographic resource, certain information
is almost always necessary. This includes the creator or author, the title of
the work, the publication details (publisher, date, location), and specific
identifying information such as scale or accession numbers for maps, or file
names and dates for digital data. The level of detail will depend on the
nature of the source and its accessibility.

Author(s) or Creator(s)

Title of the geographic work

Publication information (place, publisher, year)

Scale (for maps)

Edition or version (if applicable)

Access information (e.g., website URL, database name, archive location)

Date of access (for online resources)

Specific identifiers (e.g., map number, dataset name, plate number)

Citing Maps and Atlases

Maps and atlases are primary sources for much geographic research, and their
citation requires careful attention to detail. The Chicago Manual of Style
provides specific guidance to ensure these visual representations of space
are properly acknowledged. Whether you are using a historical printed map or
a digital cartographic product, the principles remain the same: identify the
creator, title, and publication specifics.



Footnotes/Endnotes for Maps
In footnotes or endnotes, you'll provide a concise citation that allows the
reader to immediately understand what map is being referenced. For printed
maps, this typically includes the map's title, its creator (cartographer or
issuing body), the scale, the publication details of the atlas or map
collection it's from, and the page or plate number if applicable. If citing a
standalone map, you would include its publication details directly.

Bibliography Entries for Maps
The bibliography entry for a map or atlas will be more comprehensive than a
footnote. It will generally follow the author-title format, including all the
information mentioned above, plus any relevant edition details. For atlases,
the atlas itself becomes the main entry, with specific maps within it cited
by page or plate number in the footnotes/endnotes. For individual maps, the
entry will focus on that single item, including its publication date and any
relevant series information.

Standalone Map: Creator's Last Name, First Name. Title of Map. Scale.
Place of publication: Publisher, Year of publication.

Map within an Atlas: Creator's Last Name, First Name. Title of Map. In
Title of Atlas, page number(s). Place of publication: Publisher, Year of
publication.

Map from a Digital Archive: Creator's Last Name, First Name. Title of
Map. Year. Accessed Month Day, Year. URL.

Citing Geographic Databases and Digital Spatial
Data

The advent of digital geographic information systems (GIS) and readily
accessible spatial databases has revolutionized geographic research. Citing
these digital resources is crucial for reproducibility and academic honesty.
The approach differs from printed materials, focusing on dataset names,
version numbers, creators (often organizations), and access information.

Footnotes/Endnotes for Digital Data
For digital geographic data, such as shapefiles, geodatabases, or satellite
imagery, the footnote or endnote should clearly identify the dataset by name,
its creator or distributor, the version or date of the data, and how it was
accessed. If a specific query or subset of data was used, that detail should



also be included. Providing a persistent URL or DOI (Digital Object
Identifier) is highly recommended if available.

Bibliography Entries for Digital Data
In the bibliography, the entry for digital geographic data will provide a
more complete picture. This includes the full name of the dataset, the
responsible organization or individuals, the year of release or last update,
and the location where the data can be accessed (e.g., a website URL,
repository name). For databases that require login, you might note that
access is restricted. Clarity on the data's provenance is key.

Dataset: Creator/Organization Name. "Title of Dataset." Version/Date.
Accessed Month Day, Year. URL or DOI.

Specific Feature Layer: Creator/Organization Name. "Title of Feature
Layer" (within "Title of Dataset"). Version/Date. Accessed Month Day,
Year. URL or DOI.

Citing Geographic Studies and Reports

Scholarly articles, books, and reports that present geographic research or
data also require proper citation under Chicago style. This is similar to
citing any other academic publication, but with an emphasis on any specific
geographic methodologies, datasets, or visualizations used within the work.

Footnotes/Endnotes for Geographic Publications
When referencing a geographic study in a footnote or endnote, you will cite
it as you would any book, journal article, or report. Include the author's
name, the title of the work, publication details (page numbers are essential
here for direct quotations or specific references), and the publication
information for the source (e.g., journal name, volume, issue, year,
publisher). If the study heavily relies on a specific map or dataset, you
might also reference that as a secondary citation within the footnote for
added clarity.

Bibliography Entries for Geographic Publications
The bibliography entry will provide the full bibliographic details for the
geographic study. This includes the author(s), full title of the work, and
complete publication information. For journal articles, include the journal
title, volume, issue, and page numbers. For books, include the publisher and



year. For reports, include the issuing organization and report number if
applicable. The key is to provide enough information for a reader to locate
the exact study you are citing.

Journal Article: Author Last Name, First Name. "Article Title." Journal
Title Volume, no. Issue (Year): Page numbers.

Book: Author Last Name, First Name. Book Title. Place of publication:
Publisher, Year.

Report: Author Last Name, First Name or Organization Name. Title of
Report. Report Number (if applicable). Place of publication: Publisher,
Year.

Handling Specific Geographic Citation Scenarios

While the general rules for citing geographic information are clear, certain
situations present unique challenges. These might involve citing ephemeral
geographic data, specific aerial or satellite imagery, or even oral histories
that contain significant geographic components. Navigating these can require
careful application of existing CMOS principles and a degree of scholarly
judgment.

Ephemeral and Dynamic Geographic Data
For geographic data that changes frequently, such as live traffic data or
constantly updated climate models, citing a specific point in time is
crucial. The citation should include the date and time of access, along with
the source. For ongoing data streams, describing the nature of the data and
its source might be more important than a precise snapshot. Documenting the
methodology used to capture or interpret this dynamic data is also vital for
academic rigor.

Aerial and Satellite Imagery
When citing aerial photographs or satellite imagery, similar principles to
citing maps apply, but with a focus on the sensor, acquisition date, and
provider. Include the name of the satellite or aerial survey program, the
specific sensor used, the date the imagery was acquired, and the source from
which it was obtained (e.g., NASA, USGS, a commercial provider). File names
or acquisition numbers are also helpful identifiers.



Geographic Information in Oral Histories or
Interviews
If an interview or oral history contains significant geographic details
(e.g., descriptions of historical land use, migration routes, or landscape
changes), the citation should treat it as a personal communication or
archival source, depending on its format. The geographic information itself
should be noted as being part of that interview, with specific timestamps or
descriptive phrases to locate the relevant content.

The Importance of Accuracy in Geographic
Citations

The integrity of academic research hinges on accurate and transparent
attribution of sources. This is particularly true when dealing with
geographic information, where the representation of space, place, and
environment can be complex and multifaceted. Precise citations ensure that
readers can verify the data and analyses presented, promoting scholarly
dialogue and preventing misinterpretations.

Ensuring Verifiability and Reproducibility
Well-formed geographic citations allow other researchers to locate the exact
maps, datasets, or studies that informed your work. This is fundamental for
the principle of reproducibility in science and scholarship. If a reader
cannot find or access the source you cited, they cannot independently assess
the validity of your claims or replicate your findings. This undermines the
cumulative nature of academic knowledge.

Upholding Academic Integrity
Proper citation acknowledges the intellectual property of others and avoids
plagiarism. When using geographic data or interpretations derived from maps
and spatial analyses created by others, it is imperative to give them due
credit. This includes acknowledging the origin of foundational geographic
datasets, historical cartographic works, or influential spatial analyses.
Adherence to Chicago style guidelines for geographic citation is a direct
demonstration of commitment to these ethical principles.

FAQ



Q: How do I cite a specific location on a map that
doesn't have a clear title or creator?
A: If a map lacks a distinct title or creator, focus on providing as much
descriptive information as possible. This could include the geographic area
depicted, the type of map (e.g., topographical, street map), the publisher or
issuing agency if identifiable (even if not the creator of the map itself,
e.g., a tourist agency), and the year of publication. If referencing a
specific feature, describe it clearly in the text and provide the map details
in your citation, noting the lack of creator/title information.

Q: What is the difference between citing a printed
map and a digital map hosted online?
A: The primary difference lies in the access information. For printed maps,
you'll cite the physical publication details (publisher, year, location) and
possibly the atlas or collection it's part of. For digital maps, you'll
include a URL and, crucially, the date you accessed the resource, as online
content can change or disappear. If the digital map has a DOI, that should be
prioritized over a URL.

Q: Do I need to cite every single map I look at,
even if I only use it for general context?
A: You should cite any source that you directly reference, quote from, or
base specific factual claims upon. If a map was consulted for general
background understanding but did not inform any specific argument or data
point in your work, it may not require a formal citation. However, if you are
discussing specific geographic features, boundaries, or historical depictions
shown on that map, then a citation is necessary.

Q: How do I cite a geographic dataset that I
downloaded from a government agency website?
A: Cite the government agency as the creator. Include the specific name of
the dataset, the date of its most recent update or release, and the URL from
which it was downloaded. Always include the date of access. For example: U.S.
Census Bureau. "TIGER/Line Shapefiles: Census Tracts, 2020." Accessed October
26, 2023. [URL].

Q: What if the geographic data I'm using is from a



proprietary software or database?
A: For proprietary geographic data, you should cite the software or database
as the source. Include the name of the software or database, the version
number if applicable, the company or organization that produces it, and the
year of publication or release. If you accessed it through a specific online
portal, include that information and the access date. You may also need to
mention any licensing or access restrictions if relevant to your research.
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