
chicago style citation basics
Understanding Chicago Style Citation Basics for Academic and Professional Writing

chicago style citation basics are fundamental for anyone engaged in academic research, scholarly
writing, or professional documentation that requires a standardized method of referencing sources.
This comprehensive guide aims to demystify the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) citation system,
breaking down its core components and providing clear instructions for both in-text citations and
bibliographies. Whether you are a student crafting your first research paper or a seasoned
professional preparing a report, mastering these citation basics will enhance your credibility and
ensure proper attribution of your sources. We will cover the two primary systems within Chicago
style: the Notes-Bibliography system and the Author-Date system, exploring their applications and
key differences. Furthermore, this article will delve into the specifics of citing various types of
sources, from books and journal articles to websites and other digital media, offering practical
examples for seamless integration into your work.

Table of Contents

What is Chicago Style Citation?
The Two Systems of Chicago Style
Notes-Bibliography System Explained
In-Text Citations in Notes-Bibliography
Creating a Bibliography in Notes-Bibliography
Author-Date System Explained
In-Text Citations in Author-Date
Creating a Reference List in Author-Date
Citing Books in Chicago Style
Citing Journal Articles in Chicago Style
Citing Websites and Online Sources
Common Citation Errors to Avoid
When to Use Chicago Style
Key Differences Between Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date

What is Chicago Style Citation?

Chicago style citation, formally known as the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), is a widely
recognized and adopted style guide for academic writing and publishing. It provides a
comprehensive set of rules for manuscript preparation, punctuation, grammar, and, crucially,
citation. The primary goal of any citation style, including Chicago, is to give credit to the original
authors whose work has been used, to allow readers to locate those sources easily, and to prevent
plagiarism. CMOS is particularly prevalent in fields such as history, literature, and the arts, though
its adaptability makes it suitable for a broader range of academic disciplines.

The flexibility of the Chicago Manual of Style is one of its most celebrated features. It offers two
distinct systems for referencing, catering to different disciplinary needs and author preferences.
Understanding these systems is the first step toward effectively implementing Chicago style in your
own writing. These systems ensure that the information presented is accurate, verifiable, and



ethically sourced, contributing to the overall integrity of the written work.

The Two Systems of Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two distinct citation systems: the Notes-Bibliography system and
the Author-Date system. Each system has its own conventions for in-text referencing and the
compilation of the final reference list or bibliography. The choice between these systems often
depends on the academic discipline, the publisher's requirements, or the author's personal
preference, though certain fields tend to favor one over the other.

The Notes-Bibliography system is characterized by the use of numbered footnotes or endnotes for in-
text citations, accompanied by a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. The Author-
Date system, conversely, uses parenthetical author-date citations within the text, matched by a
reference list at the conclusion of the document. Both systems achieve the same fundamental goals
of attribution and source identification, but through different methodological approaches.

Notes-Bibliography System Explained

The Notes-Bibliography system is favored by many scholars in the humanities, particularly in history,
literature, and art history. This system relies on superscript numbers placed within the text to
correspond with detailed notes, which can appear either as footnotes at the bottom of the page or as
endnotes collected at the end of the document. These notes provide the full bibliographic
information for the cited source upon its first mention, and often a shortened version for subsequent
references.

The primary advantage of the Notes-Bibliography system is its ability to incorporate extensive
explanatory material directly within the notes without disrupting the flow of the main text. This
makes it ideal for scholarly works where nuanced discussion or supplementary information is
frequently required. The notes act as a direct bridge to the source material, offering readers
immediate access to further details about the citation.

In-Text Citations in Notes-Bibliography

In the Notes-Bibliography system, in-text citations are indicated by superscript Arabic numerals.
These numbers are placed after the relevant word, phrase, or sentence, typically before any
punctuation. Each superscript number corresponds to a specific note in the footnote or endnote
section. The first time a source is cited, the note will contain the complete bibliographic information.
For all subsequent citations of the same source, a shortened form of the note is used, usually
consisting of the author's last name, a shortened title of the work, and the page number.

For example, if you are citing a book by John Smith titled "The History of Chicago," the first footnote
might look like this: John Smith, The History of Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,



2020), 45. A subsequent citation for the same book would appear as: Smith, History of Chicago, 112.

Creating a Bibliography in Notes-Bibliography

The bibliography in the Notes-Bibliography system is an alphabetical list of all the sources cited in
the text, presented at the end of the paper or book. It serves as a comprehensive guide for readers
who wish to consult the original sources. Unlike the notes, which provide citation details as they
appear in the text, the bibliography is organized alphabetically by the author's last name. Each entry
in the bibliography should be formatted consistently and contain all the necessary information for a
reader to locate the source.

A typical bibliography entry for a book includes the author's full name, the full title of the book
(italicized), the place of publication, the publisher, and the year of publication. For journal articles, it
includes the author, article title, journal title, volume and issue numbers, and the publication date.
Online sources also require specific details such as URLs and access dates. The goal is to provide
enough information for complete retrieval.

Author-Date System Explained

The Author-Date system is more commonly used in the social sciences and natural sciences. This
system employs brief parenthetical citations within the text of the paper, which include the author's
last name, the year of publication, and often a page number. These in-text citations directly refer the
reader to a corresponding entry in a reference list, which is typically found at the end of the
document. This method is designed for speed and efficiency in providing source information without
requiring extensive footnotes or endnotes.

The Author-Date system's primary benefit lies in its conciseness within the body of the text. It allows
readers to quickly identify the source of information and its publication date, which can be
particularly important in disciplines where the currency of research is critical. The parenthetical
citations are unobtrusive and allow for a smoother reading experience for those familiar with this
convention.

In-Text Citations in Author-Date

In the Author-Date system, in-text citations are brief and enclosed in parentheses. They typically
consist of the author's last name and the year of publication, separated by a comma. If you are citing
a specific passage, you would also include the page number. For instance, if you are citing a work by
Jane Doe published in 2021, the citation might look like (Doe 2021). If referring to a specific page, it
would be (Doe 2021, 78).

When the author's name is mentioned in the sentence, it does not need to be repeated in the
parentheses. For example, a sentence could read: "Research indicates that consumer behavior is
highly influenced by social media (Doe 2021, 78)." Alternatively, it could be phrased as: "Doe (2021,



78) found that consumer behavior is highly influenced by social media." This flexibility allows for
varied sentence construction while maintaining clear attribution.

Creating a Reference List in Author-Date

The reference list in the Author-Date system is an alphabetical list of all the sources cited in the text,
found at the end of the document. Unlike the bibliography in the Notes-Bibliography system, the
entries in the reference list are primarily arranged alphabetically by the author's last name. Each
entry provides full bibliographic details for the source, enabling readers to locate it. The format of
each entry is crucial for clarity and completeness, mirroring the information required for a
bibliography.

Key components of a reference list entry for a book include the author's last name followed by their
first name, the year of publication in parentheses, the title of the book (italicized), the place of
publication, and the publisher. For journal articles, the format includes the author, year, article title,
journal title (italicized), volume and issue numbers, and page range. Online resources require
specific details like URLs and access dates. The objective is to provide a complete and accurate
record of all referenced materials.

Citing Books in Chicago Style

Citing books is a fundamental aspect of academic writing, and Chicago style provides specific
guidelines for both its citation systems. Whether you are using the Notes-Bibliography system or the
Author-Date system, the essential information required for a book citation remains largely the same,
only its placement and format differ.

For a book in the Notes-Bibliography system, the first note citation will typically include the author's
full name, the full title of the book (italicized), the city of publication, the publisher, and the year of
publication, followed by the page number(s) being cited. For example: Author First Name Last
Name, Title of Book (City of Publication: Publisher, Year), page number.

In the Author-Date system, the in-text citation will be (Author Last Name Year, page number). The
corresponding reference list entry will begin with the author's last name, followed by their first
name, then the year of publication in parentheses, followed by the italicized title, city of publication,
and publisher. For example: Author Last Name, First Name. Year. Title of Book. City of Publication:
Publisher.

Citing Journal Articles in Chicago Style

Journal articles are a common source in academic research, and Chicago style outlines specific
formatting for their citation. The key elements include author, article title, journal title, volume,
issue, and publication date, along with page numbers. The presentation varies slightly between the



Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems.

In the Notes-Bibliography system, a footnote or endnote for a journal article would typically include
the author's full name, the article title in quotation marks, the journal title in italics, followed by the
volume number, issue number, publication date (often just the year), and the specific page number.
For example: Author First Name Last Name, "Article Title," Journal Title Vol. (Issue) (Year): page
number. Subsequent notes would use a shortened format.

For the Author-Date system, the in-text citation would be (Author Last Name Year, page number).
The reference list entry would begin with the author's last name, first name, followed by the year in
parentheses, the article title in quotation marks, the journal title in italics, the volume and issue
numbers, and the page range of the article. For example: Author Last Name, First Name. Year.
"Article Title." Journal Title Vol (Issue): page numbers.

Citing Websites and Online Sources

The proliferation of online resources necessitates clear guidelines for citing websites and digital
materials. Chicago style provides comprehensive instructions to ensure that online sources are
properly attributed and discoverable. The core information typically includes the author (if known),
the title of the specific page or article, the website name, and the URL. Crucially, for online sources,
the date of access is also usually included.

When citing a webpage in the Notes-Bibliography system, the note would include the author's name
(if available), the title of the specific page or article in quotation marks, the name of the website in
italics, the publication date (if available), and the URL, followed by the date you accessed the page.
For example: Author Name, "Page Title," Website Name, publication date, URL, accessed Month
Day, Year.

In the Author-Date system, the in-text citation would be (Author Last Name Year) or (Author Last
Name Year, page number if applicable). The reference list entry would include the author's last
name, first name, the year of publication or last update (if known), the title of the page or article in
quotation marks, the website name in italics, and the URL. For example: Author Last Name, First
Name. Year. "Page Title." Website Name. URL. Accessed Month Day, Year.

Common Citation Errors to Avoid

Several common errors can compromise the integrity and professionalism of academic work when
adhering to Chicago style. One prevalent mistake is inconsistency in formatting. Whether it's using
quotation marks for titles that should be italicized or vice-versa, or varying the punctuation, a lack of
consistency undermines the clarity of the citations. Strict adherence to the manual's specific formats
for different source types is essential.

Another frequent error is omitting crucial bibliographic details. Forgetting the publication year, the
publisher, or the page number can make it difficult, if not impossible, for readers to locate the



original source. This is particularly true for online sources where missing URLs or access dates can
render the citation useless. Paying close attention to the required elements for each source type is
paramount.

Incorrect placement of superscripts or parenthetical citations can also cause confusion. Superscripts
in the Notes-Bibliography system should generally precede punctuation, while parenthetical
citations in the Author-Date system need to be strategically placed within sentences to clearly
indicate the source of the information without disrupting the flow. Double-checking these details can
significantly improve the readability and accuracy of the work.

When to Use Chicago Style

Chicago style is a versatile citation system with broad applicability. Its adoption is particularly
strong in disciplines within the humanities, such as history, literature, philosophy, and the arts.
Researchers in these fields often benefit from the detailed explanatory potential of the Notes-
Bibliography system, which allows for nuanced discussions and the inclusion of supplementary
commentary within footnotes or endnotes.

However, the Author-Date system within Chicago style is also widely used, especially in the social
sciences and some scientific fields. This system is preferred when the timeliness of information is
paramount and a more concise in-text citation method is desired. Many academic journals and
university presses in these disciplines specify the use of either the Notes-Bibliography or Author-
Date system, making it essential for authors to consult the relevant style guidelines for their target
publication or institution.

Key Differences Between Notes-Bibliography and
Author-Date

The most significant difference between the Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems lies in how
sources are referenced within the text. The Notes-Bibliography system employs numbered
superscripts (footnotes or endnotes) that link to detailed source information, allowing for extensive
commentary alongside citations. This system is favored for its depth and the ability to integrate
tangential discussions seamlessly.

Conversely, the Author-Date system utilizes brief parenthetical citations (Author Last Name Year,
page number) directly within the sentence, referring readers to a corresponding entry in a reference
list. This method prioritizes conciseness and immediacy, making it efficient for disciplines where the
currency of research is critical and textual flow is paramount. While both systems aim for accurate
attribution, their approaches to integrating source information into the written narrative are
distinct.

Another notable difference is the terminology used for the final list of sources. The Notes-
Bibliography system culminates in a "Bibliography," which may include all sources consulted, not
just those cited. The Author-Date system concludes with a "Reference List," which strictly contains



only the sources that were actually cited within the text. This distinction ensures that readers are
directed only to materials that have demonstrably informed the author's work.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary purpose of Chicago style citation?
A: The primary purpose of Chicago style citation is to provide a standardized method for giving
credit to the original authors whose work has been used, to allow readers to easily locate those
sources, and to prevent plagiarism. It ensures academic integrity and facilitates scholarly
communication by offering clear and consistent attribution practices.

Q: When should I use the Notes-Bibliography system versus
the Author-Date system in Chicago style?
A: The Notes-Bibliography system is generally preferred in the humanities (history, literature, art
history) due to its capacity for extensive notes and commentary. The Author-Date system is more
common in the social sciences and natural sciences, where conciseness and the currency of
information are often prioritized. Always check your institution's or publisher's guidelines.

Q: How do I cite a book with multiple authors in Chicago
style?
A: In the Notes-Bibliography system, for the first note, list all authors up to ten; for more than ten,
list the first author followed by "et al." In the Author-Date system's reference list, list all authors up
to twenty; for more than twenty, list the first author followed by "et al."

Q: What is the correct way to cite a webpage that has no
author listed?
A: If a webpage has no author, begin the citation with the title of the webpage in quotation marks,
followed by the website name in italics, the publication date (if available), and the URL. For the
Notes-Bibliography system, include the access date. For the Author-Date system, use the website
name as the author in the reference list if no author or organization is provided.

Q: Do I need to include page numbers in every in-text citation?
A: For the Notes-Bibliography system, page numbers are essential in footnotes/endnotes to indicate
the specific location of the information. In the Author-Date system, page numbers should be included
when citing a direct quotation or paraphrasing a specific passage. For general references to a work,
page numbers may be omitted.



Q: What is the difference between a bibliography and a
reference list in Chicago style?
A: In the Notes-Bibliography system, the "Bibliography" typically includes all sources consulted,
whether cited or not. In the Author-Date system, the "Reference List" includes only the sources that
were explicitly cited in the text. The content and purpose are thus subtly different.

Q: How should I format the author's name in Chicago style
citations?
A: In the Notes-Bibliography system's notes, the author's name is usually listed as First Name Last
Name. In the bibliography and the Author-Date system's reference list, the author's name is typically
listed as Last Name, First Name.

Q: What is the purpose of the access date for online sources in
Chicago style?
A: The access date for online sources is crucial because web content can be changed or removed at
any time. Including the access date ensures that readers can see when the information was last
viewed, providing a stable reference point for verification, especially for sources that may be
ephemeral.
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