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Understanding Chicago Style Author-Date for Computer Programs

chicago style author date for computer program citation can seem daunting, especially for technical
documents that may not fit neatly into traditional academic frameworks. This guide provides a comprehensive
approach to citing computer programs using the author-date system, a crucial element for academic integrity
and clarity in scholarly writing. We will delve into the specifics of identifying essential bibliographic
information for software, explore variations for different types of programs, and offer practical examples to
ensure accurate and consistent referencing. Understanding how to properly cite software, whether it’s an
operating system, a statistical package, or a custom-developed script, is vital for acknowledging sources and
allowing readers to locate the tools you’ve utilized. This detailed exploration will equip you with the
knowledge to confidently navigate the complexities of Chicago style author-date for computer program
citations.
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The Importance of Citing Computer Programs

In academic and professional research, the accurate citation of all sources is paramount. This principle extends
beyond traditional books and articles to encompass digital resources, including computer programs. When a
researcher utilizes a specific software tool to conduct analyses, generate data, or create visual
representations, it is essential to acknowledge that tool. Failing to do so can be considered a form of academic
dishonesty, akin to plagiarism, as it implies the user solely developed the methodology or achieved the results
without external assistance from the software. Proper citation allows other researchers to replicate your
work, verify your findings, and understand the context of your research process.

Computer programs have become indispensable in numerous academic disciplines, from scientific research and
statistical analysis to digital humanities and graphic design. Their impact on the research process is profound,
influencing how data is collected, processed, interpreted, and presented. Therefore, recognizing the contribution
of software developers and acknowledging the specific versions of programs used is a critical aspect of
scholarly communication. The Chicago Manual of Style, in its author-date system, provides a framework to
achieve this, ensuring that the origin and specifics of the software are clearly documented for the reader.

Key Components of a Software Citation

Constructing a robust Chicago style author-date citation for a computer program requires gathering specific



pieces of information. These components ensure that the citation is precise and informative, enabling readers to
identify the exact software used. The core elements generally include the author or issuing body, the year of
publication or release, the title of the software, and version information. Often, a publisher or developer and a
URL are also necessary, especially for widely accessible or online software.

Author or Issuing Body

The author of a computer program is typically the individual or organization responsible for its development
and distribution. This might be a company name (e.g., Microsoft, Adobe), a research group, or even an individual if
the program is open-source and attributed to a specific creator. If no clear author is identifiable, the name of
the organization or entity that released or maintains the software is used. For proprietary software, the
company that developed and markets it is usually considered the author.

Year of Publication or Release

The year of publication or release is a critical component, indicating when the specific version of the software
was made available. This is often found within the software’s documentation, on its website, or sometimes
within the program’s ‘About’ section. For programs that undergo frequent updates, citing the most recent
stable release year is generally preferred, unless a specific older version was integral to the research and needs
to be precisely identified. If a precise year cannot be determined, an approximate year or a range may be used with
appropriate notation, though this is less common.

Title of the Program

The title of the computer program should be presented clearly and accurately, often italicized to distinguish it
as a distinct work. This is the name by which the software is commonly known. For example, “Microsoft Word”
or “RStudio.” If the program has a specific version number or subtitle, this should also be included as part of
the title to ensure specificity. For instance, “Python 3.9” or “SPSS Statistics 27.”

Version Information

Software is frequently updated, and different versions can have distinct features, functionalities, or bug fixes.
Therefore, specifying the version number is crucial for replicability. This information is typically found within
the software itself, often under an ‘About’ or ‘Help’ menu, or on the developer’s website. For example, citing
“version 10.15.7” for macOS provides more precision than simply “macOS.”

Publisher or Developer

The publisher or developer is the entity that produced and distributed the software. This is particularly
important for commercial software. For instance, if citing Microsoft Excel, Microsoft would be listed as the
publisher. For open-source software, the entity that supports or hosts its development (e.g., The Apache
Software Foundation for Apache HTTP Server) would be appropriate. This detail helps readers understand the
origin and potential licensing of the software.



Location or URL

For software that is publicly accessible, especially freeware, shareware, or open-source programs, providing a
URL where the software can be found or downloaded is highly recommended. This allows others to access the
same version or learn more about it. For proprietary software that is purchased, mentioning the vendor or
platform (e.g., App Store, Microsoft Store) can be helpful, though a direct URL is less common.

Citing Different Types of Computer Programs

The Chicago Manual of Style acknowledges that a wide array of software exists, and therefore, citation
methods may need slight adaptations. The core principle remains the same: provide enough information for the
reader to identify and locate the software. This section explores variations for common types of programs
encountered in academic and technical writing.

Operating Systems

Operating systems, such as Windows, macOS, or Linux distributions, are fundamental tools for most
computer users. When citing an operating system, the author is typically the company that developed it,
followed by the year of release for the specific version. The title will be the name of the operating system, and
the version number is essential. For example, macOS, being proprietary, would be attributed to Apple Inc. Linux
distributions, being open-source, might be attributed to the specific distribution's community or sponsoring
organization.

Example citation format for an operating system:

Apple Inc. 2020. macOS. Version 11.0.1.

Canonical Ltd. 2021. Ubuntu. Version 20.04 LTS.

Statistical Software Packages

Statistical software, like SPSS, R, SAS, or Stata, is widely used in quantitative research. These programs
are often developed by commercial entities or robust open-source communities. When citing these, the developer
or corporate author, the year, the program title, and the specific version number are crucial. The existence of
numerous packages and libraries within environments like R necessitates careful citation of both the core
environment and any specific packages used if they significantly altered the analysis.

Example citation format for statistical software:

IBM Corp. 2022. IBM SPSS Statistics. Version 28.

R Core Team. 2021. R: A Language and Environment for Statistical Computing. Version 4.1.2. Vienna,
Austria: R Foundation for Statistical Computing.



Programming Languages and Environments

Programming languages (e.g., Python, Java, C++) and their associated Integrated Development Environments
(IDEs) (e.g., PyCharm, Visual Studio Code) are tools for creating other software. When a specific language
version or IDE is integral to the research, it should be cited. The author is usually the organization or
community responsible for the language or IDE’s development. Version numbers are critical here, as language
features and IDE functionalities evolve rapidly.

Example citation format for programming languages/environments:

Python Software Foundation. 2022. Python. Version 3.10.

JetBrains. 2023. PyCharm. Version 2023.1.

Web Browsers and Development Tools

Web browsers (e.g., Chrome, Firefox, Safari) and development tools used for web design or application
development also warrant citation if their specific functionalities or rendering engines impact the research
outcome. The author is typically the company behind the browser, and the version number is important for
documenting rendering consistency. For specialized development tools, similar principles apply as for
programming environments.

Example citation format for web browsers:

Google LLC. 2023. Google Chrome. Version 115.0.5790.110.

Mozilla Foundation. 2023. Mozilla Firefox. Version 116.0.

Custom-Developed or Specialized Software

In cases where custom software has been developed for a specific research project, or highly specialized, niche
software is used, the citation will need to reflect this. If you are the developer, you would list yourself as
the author. If it's a third-party specialized tool, you’ll follow the general guidelines for author, year, title,
and version. If the software is proprietary and not publicly available, a note explaining its unavailability
might be included in the citation or text.

In-Text Citations for Computer Programs

In the Chicago style author-date system, in-text citations provide a brief reference within the body of your
text that points to the full entry in the reference list. For computer programs, this typically includes the
author's last name (or organization name) and the year of publication. The page number is usually omitted for
software unless you are referring to a specific section of its accompanying documentation or help files.

When referencing a computer program within your text, you might integrate it into a sentence naturally. For
instance, if you used a statistical software package for analysis, you could write: “Statistical analysis
was performed using R (R Core Team 2021).” Or, if you are describing a process that relies on a specific



operating system feature: “The data was processed on macOS (Apple Inc. 2020).”

If the author and year are already mentioned in the sentence, a parenthetical citation may not be necessary. For
example: “As developed by the Python Software Foundation (2022), Python offers extensive libraries for data
manipulation.” However, for clarity and to adhere strictly to the author-date format, a parenthetical
citation is often preferred even when the author is mentioned in the text, especially if the year is not explicitly
stated in the sentence.

Some style guides suggest a shortened format for subsequent in-text citations if multiple works by the same
author and year are used, often by adding a letter (a, b, c) to the year. However, for software, which is
usually cited by its specific version and year, this is less common unless referencing different versions or related
software from the same entity in the same year.

Formatting the References List

The references list is the comprehensive compilation of all sources cited in your work. For computer programs,
entries in the references list follow a structured format to ensure consistency and clarity. This list should be
alphabetized by the author’s last name or the organization’s name. Each entry provides the full bibliographic
details necessary for a reader to identify and, if possible, locate the software.

The general format for a computer program in the Chicago style author-date references list is:

Author/Organization. Year. Title of Program. Version information. Publisher/Developer (if different from
author). URL (if applicable).

Let's break down the placement of each element:

Author/Organization: This is the primary entry point for alphabetization. For commercial software, it's
usually the company name. For open-source software, it's the developing group or foundation.

Year: The year of publication or release of the specific version being cited.

Title of Program: The full, italicized title of the software.

Version Information: This is critical for software and should be clearly stated (e.g., Version 11.0.1,
v28).

Publisher/Developer: This is included if it differs from the author listed at the beginning of the citation,
providing further context about the software's origin.

URL: For freely accessible software, a direct URL to the download page or official site is highly
beneficial.

Consider the example of citing an open-source statistical package like R. The R Core Team is the recognized
author, the year is its release year, and the full title includes a descriptive subtitle. Its location is often a
well-known repository. For proprietary software like Adobe Photoshop, Adobe Inc. is the author, followed by
the year of release for a specific version.



Common Challenges and Solutions

Citing computer programs can present unique challenges, especially with the rapid evolution of software and
the diversity of its forms. Understanding these common hurdles and their solutions will help maintain accuracy
and consistency in your citations.

Determining the Author

One common difficulty is identifying the correct author, particularly for open-source projects or software
developed by large, multifaceted organizations. For open-source software, the author is often the community
or a core development team. Consulting the software’s website, documentation, or README files is essential. If
a specific individual is credited as the primary developer and the software is primarily associated with them,
they can be listed. For large corporations, the corporate name is typically used as the author.

Finding the Exact Version and Release Date

Pinpointing the precise version number and release date can sometimes be elusive. Software updates can be
frequent, and the numbering schemes can vary. Always check the program's ‘About’ menu, installation files, or
the developer’s official website for the most accurate information. If a definitive release date is unavailable,
the year of publication or the year the version was first documented is often used as a proxy.

Citing Software Documentation and Manuals

When software documentation or user manuals are consulted, they should be cited as such, rather than the
software itself. These are typically treated as separate publications. The author would be the software
developer (or the author of the manual if different), the year would be the publication year of the manual, and
the title would be the title of the manual, often followed by the software title and version it pertains to.

Example for software documentation:

Microsoft. 2022. Microsoft Word User Guide. Version 2207.

Software without Clear Publication Dates

Some software, particularly older freeware or experimental projects, may not have a clear publication date.
In such cases, an approximate date or a "n.d." (no date) can be used, though this is less desirable. If a copyright
date is available, it can be used. The goal is always to provide the most specific date possible to situate the
software’s development timeline.

Proprietary Software Not Readily Available

For highly specialized, proprietary software that is not publicly available or licensed on a strict per-user
basis, a URL might not be applicable or even possible to provide. In these instances, focus on providing the



author, year, title, and version. You may also include the vendor or distributor if it adds crucial context. A
brief note in the text explaining its proprietary nature might be beneficial for the reader.

Conclusion

Mastering the citation of computer programs using the Chicago style author-date system is an essential skill
for contemporary researchers. By diligently gathering key bibliographic information – including the author or
issuing body, year, title, version, and publisher – and applying the correct formatting to both in-text citations
and the references list, you can ensure academic integrity and enhance the clarity of your work. Whether
dealing with operating systems, statistical packages, programming languages, or specialized tools, the
underlying principles of accurate attribution and precise identification remain consistent. Navigating the
nuances of software citation empowers you to acknowledge the technological tools that underpin your
research, facilitating transparency and the reproducibility of your findings for the academic community.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between citing a book and citing a computer
program in Chicago style author-date?
A: The primary difference lies in the specific elements required. While both include author and year, computer
programs necessitate version information, and often, a URL or publisher/developer becomes more critical than
page numbers, which are common for books. The emphasis shifts to identifying a specific, evolving digital entity
rather than a static printed text.

Q: How do I cite a custom script I wrote for my research in Chicago style
author-date?
A: If you authored the script, you would list yourself as the author. The year would be the year of
completion or the year you made it available for your research. The title would be the name of your script, and
you would include the version number if applicable. Since it's your own work, a URL might not be applicable
unless you hosted it publicly. You would then cite it parenthetically as (Your Last Name Year).

Q: What if a computer program has no clear author listed?
A: In such cases, you should use the name of the company, organization, or institution that developed or
released the software as the author. If no entity is clear, you might use the title of the program itself as the
author, but this is less common for professional software. Always try to find an issuing body first.

Q: Should I cite every single software package used in R or Python?
A: You should cite the core programming language and environment (e.g., R Core Team 2021). For specific
packages, you generally only need to cite them if they were crucial to your analysis or introduced novel
methodologies that are not standard. If a package significantly altered your results or provided a key
algorithm, it warrants citation.

Q: How do I handle software that is constantly updated, like a cloud-



based service?
A: For cloud-based services that are continually updated, cite the version or release date that was active
during your research period if such information is available. If not, use the year the service was accessed or the
most recent version publicly noted. You may need to explain in the text that the service is continuously
updated.

Q: Is it necessary to include the URL for all software citations?
A: Including a URL is highly recommended for software that is freely downloadable or publicly accessible
online. For proprietary software that must be purchased or is part of a licensed enterprise solution, a URL is
usually not applicable. In such cases, providing the publisher or vendor name is more relevant.

Q: Can I use "n.d." for the year if a computer program has no date?
A: While "n.d." (no date) is a valid notation in Chicago style for sources lacking a publication date, it is
generally best to avoid it for software if at all possible. Try to find at least a copyright year, an
approximate year of release, or the year it was first documented. If absolutely no date can be ascertained, then
"n.d." can be used, but this is rare for modern software.
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