
chicago style for literature reviews

The Authoritative Guide to Chicago Style for Literature
Reviews

chicago style for literature reviews is a critical component of academic writing, ensuring clarity,
consistency, and academic integrity. This comprehensive guide will demystify the process of
structuring and formatting a literature review according to the Chicago Manual of Style, a widely
respected citation system. We will delve into the fundamental principles, explore essential
formatting requirements, and dissect the nuances of citing sources accurately within this
framework. Mastering Chicago style for literature reviews will not only elevate the professionalism
of your academic work but also facilitate a deeper engagement with scholarly discourse. This article
will serve as your definitive resource, covering everything from initial setup to the final polish,
making the often-intimidating task of adhering to Chicago style for literature reviews a more
manageable and even rewarding endeavor. We aim to provide actionable insights that will empower
you to confidently present your research.
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Understanding the Purpose of a Literature Review

A literature review is much more than a simple summary of existing research; it is a critical
synthesis and evaluation of scholarly work relevant to your research topic. It demonstrates your
understanding of the field, identifies gaps in current knowledge, and establishes the foundation for



your own research. A well-crafted literature review situates your work within the broader academic
conversation, highlighting its significance and potential contributions. It showcases your ability to
critically analyze complex information and to organize it in a coherent and persuasive manner.
Furthermore, it helps to avoid duplication of effort by revealing what has already been studied and
debated.

Chicago Style Overview for Literature Reviews

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers two primary citation systems: the notes-bibliography
system and the author-date system. For most literature reviews, particularly in the humanities and
some social sciences, the notes-bibliography system is more commonly employed. This system
utilizes footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations and a comprehensive bibliography at the end of
the work. The author-date system, while less common for traditional literature reviews, is prevalent
in the sciences and social sciences, employing parenthetical author-date citations within the text
followed by a reference list. Understanding which system your discipline or institution prefers is the
first crucial step in applying Chicago style for literature reviews effectively.

Choosing Between Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date
The choice between the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system largely depends on
the conventions of your academic field and the specific requirements of your assignment or
publication. The notes-bibliography system is favored for its ability to provide detailed source
information directly within the text without disrupting the flow of reading, making it ideal for
narrative-heavy disciplines. The author-date system, conversely, is valued for its conciseness and
directness, allowing readers to quickly identify the source and year of publication, which is crucial
for fields that emphasize temporal progression and empirical evidence. Always consult your
instructor or publisher guidelines to determine the appropriate Chicago style for literature reviews.

Structuring Your Chicago Style Literature Review

The organization of your literature review is paramount to its effectiveness. While a chronological
approach is common, thematic, methodological, or theoretical structures can also be highly effective
depending on your topic and the body of literature. Regardless of the primary organizational
framework, your literature review should logically progress, building a case for your research
question or thesis. Start with a broad overview of the topic and then narrow the focus to specific
areas, gradually leading the reader to understand the current state of knowledge and the gaps that
your research aims to address.

Introduction to the Literature Review
The introduction to your literature review should set the stage for the entire section. It should
clearly define the scope of the review, identify the key themes or debates that will be discussed, and
briefly outline the organizational structure of the review. It’s also an opportune moment to establish
the relevance and significance of the topic you are exploring, providing context for the research that
follows. This section acts as a roadmap for your readers, guiding them through the vast landscape of



existing scholarship.

Body Paragraphs: Synthesis and Analysis
The core of your literature review lies in its body paragraphs, where you will synthesize and
critically analyze the research. Instead of simply summarizing each source individually, aim to group
studies by common themes, methodologies, or theoretical perspectives. Critically evaluate the
strengths and weaknesses of the research, noting points of agreement and disagreement among
scholars. This analytical approach demonstrates your deep engagement with the literature and your
ability to form your own informed opinions. Use topic sentences to guide the reader through each
thematic section.

Identifying Gaps and Justifying Your Research
A crucial function of a literature review is to identify gaps in the existing research and to justify the
need for your own study. After synthesizing and analyzing the literature, explicitly point out what
remains unknown, underexplored, or debated. Explain how your proposed research will address
these identified gaps, contributing new knowledge or perspectives to the field. This justification
forms the bridge between the existing scholarship and your original contribution.

Formatting Essentials in Chicago Style

Adhering to Chicago style formatting ensures that your literature review is presented professionally
and consistently. This includes guidelines for margins, font, spacing, headings, and page numbering.
While these may seem like minor details, their meticulous application contributes to the overall
credibility and readability of your work. Consistency in formatting is a hallmark of careful academic
scholarship.

Margins, Font, and Spacing
Typically, Chicago style requires 1-inch margins on all sides of the page. A standard, readable font
such as Times New Roman or Arial, usually in 12-point size, is recommended. Double-spacing is
generally preferred for the main text of a literature review, though instructors or publishers may
specify single-spacing for certain elements like block quotations or footnotes. Pay close attention to
these details as they contribute to the professional presentation of your work.

Headings and Subheadings
While this article uses

and



for demonstration, in a formal Chicago style document, you
will typically use distinct formatting for headings and
subheadings to indicate their hierarchical relationship. This
often involves different font sizes, bolding, or capitalization.
For instance, main sections might be centered and bolded,
while subheadings could be flush left and bolded. Always
consult the Chicago Manual of Style or your specific
guidelines for the precise formatting of headings.

In-Text Citations in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two distinct methods for
in-text citation: footnotes/endnotes and parenthetical
citations. For literature reviews, especially those in the
humanities, the notes-bibliography system is more prevalent.
This system uses superscript numbers within the text to refer
to corresponding notes at the bottom of the page (footnotes)
or at the end of the document (endnotes). The author-date
system uses parenthetical citations, typically in the format
(Author Year, page number).

The Notes-Bibliography System

When using the notes-bibliography system for Chicago style
for literature reviews, each citation in your text is marked by a
superscript number. This number corresponds to a note
containing the full citation details. For the first mention of a
source, the note includes complete bibliographical
information. Subsequent citations of the same source are
typically shortened, often including only the author's last



name, a shortened title, and the page number. This system
allows for supplementary information or brief commentary to
be included in the notes without interrupting the main text.

The Author-Date System

The author-date system for Chicago style involves placing a
parenthetical citation directly in the text, usually immediately
after the information being cited. The standard format is
(Author Year, Page Number). For example, (Smith 2020, 45).
This system is more common in scientific and social science
disciplines where the date of publication is often a critical
aspect of the information being conveyed. It provides a quick
reference for the reader to locate the full source in the
bibliography.

The Bibliography/Works Cited Page

The bibliography, or Works Cited page, is an essential
component of any Chicago style literature review. It provides a
complete alphabetical list of all the sources you have cited in
your text. This allows readers to locate and consult the
original sources themselves. The formatting of the
bibliography is highly detailed, with specific rules for each
type of source, such as books, journal articles, websites, and
edited volumes.

Formatting the Bibliography Entry



Each entry in your bibliography must follow a strict format
that includes the author's name, title of the work, publication
information (publisher, date, journal name, volume, issue,
etc.), and page numbers where applicable. The Chicago
Manual of Style provides precise guidelines for the order of
these elements and the punctuation used. For example, book
entries typically begin with the author's last name, followed by
a comma, then the first name, followed by a period. The title
of the book is italicized, followed by a period, then the city of
publication, a colon, the publisher, and finally the year of
publication, followed by a period.

Alphabetical Order and Hanging Indents

All entries on the bibliography page must be arranged in
alphabetical order by the author's last name. If you have
multiple works by the same author, they are typically listed
chronologically by publication date. A hanging indent is used
for each entry, meaning the first line of the entry is flush with
the left margin, and all subsequent lines are indented. This
formatting convention helps to visually separate each source
entry in the bibliography.

Common Chicago Style Citations for Literature Reviews

When compiling a literature review, you will encounter a
variety of source types. Knowing how to cite these correctly in
Chicago style is crucial. The following are some of the most
common source types encountered in academic literature
reviews.



Books

For a book, a typical note entry in the notes-bibliography
system might look like:
1. John Smith, The History of Ideas (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2020), 78.
The corresponding bibliography entry would be:
Smith, John. The History of Ideas. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2020.

Journal Articles

Citing journal articles is vital for literature reviews. A note
entry for a journal article:
2. Jane Doe, "The Evolution of Critical Theory," Journal of
Literary Studies 35, no. 2 (2019): 112.
The bibliography entry:
Doe, Jane. "The Evolution of Critical Theory." Journal of
Literary Studies 35, no. 2 (2019): 105-125.

Chapters in Edited Books

Citing a chapter within an edited book requires specific
formatting:
3. Richard Roe, "Postmodern Narratives," in Contemporary
Literary Criticism, ed. Mary White and Peter Green (New York:
Academic Publishers, 2021), 150.
The bibliography entry:
Roe, Richard. "Postmodern Narratives." In Contemporary
Literary Criticism, edited by Mary White and Peter Green,
145-170. New York: Academic Publishers, 2021.



Refining and Polishing Your Literature Review

Once you have drafted your literature review and ensured all
citations are correctly formatted, the final stage involves
refining and polishing your work. This includes checking for
clarity, coherence, conciseness, and accuracy in both your
writing and your citations. A polished literature review reflects
a strong command of the subject matter and adherence to
academic standards.

Ensuring Coherence and Flow

Read your literature review aloud to catch awkward phrasing
and ensure a smooth flow between paragraphs and sections.
Transition words and phrases are essential for connecting
ideas and guiding the reader through your analysis. Ensure
that your arguments build logically and that the overall
narrative of the review is easy to follow. The aim is to present
a cohesive argument, not a disjointed collection of summaries.

Proofreading for Errors

Meticulous proofreading is non-negotiable. Check for
grammatical errors, typos, spelling mistakes, and punctuation
errors. Beyond surface-level errors, also proofread for
consistency in your terminology and the accuracy of your
factual statements. A final check of all Chicago style citations,
both in-text and in the bibliography, is crucial to avoid
potential academic integrity issues.



FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between Chicago style
footnotes and endnotes for literature reviews?

A: The primary difference lies in their placement. Footnotes
appear at the bottom of the page where the citation is
referenced, while endnotes are compiled at the end of the
document, typically before the bibliography. Both serve the
same purpose of providing source information according to
Chicago style for literature reviews, but footnotes offer
immediate reference, whereas endnotes keep the main text
cleaner.

Q: How do I handle multiple works by the same author in my
Chicago style literature review bibliography?

A: In your Chicago style literature review bibliography, when
you have multiple works by the same author, list them
alphabetically by title. However, if the works were published in
different years, you should arrange them chronologically by
publication date, with the earliest work appearing first.

Q: Can I use a mix of Chicago style notes-bibliography and
author-date citations in my literature review?

A: No, you should not mix citation systems within a single
document. Chicago style for literature reviews requires you to
choose either the notes-bibliography system or the author-
date system and adhere to it consistently throughout your



entire paper.

Q: What is the significance of the hanging indent in a Chicago
style literature review bibliography?

A: The hanging indent is a formatting convention used in the
bibliography to improve readability. It visually separates each
bibliographic entry by indenting all lines of an entry except
the first. This makes it easier for readers to scan the list and
locate specific sources.

Q: How do I cite a website in Chicago style for my literature
review if it has no author?

A: If a website entry in your Chicago style literature review has
no identifiable author, begin the citation with the title of the
specific page or article. If there is no specific title, use the
name of the website. Include the date of publication or last
update if available, followed by the URL.

Q: What is the best way to ensure accuracy when citing
sources in Chicago style for literature reviews?

A: The best way to ensure accuracy is to consult the most
recent edition of The Chicago Manual of Style directly or use
reputable academic resources that provide clear examples.
Keeping detailed notes as you research, including full
publication information for each source, will also significantly
reduce errors when compiling your citations.



Q: Should I include all sources I consulted in my Chicago style
literature review bibliography, even if I didn't directly cite
them?

A: For a literature review, your bibliography should ideally
include only the sources you have explicitly cited in the text.
While you may have consulted many more, the bibliography
serves as a list of evidence supporting your review's
arguments, not a reading list of everything you've ever read on
the topic.
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