
chicago style for personal
communication
The Chicago Manual of Style is a widely recognized authority for academic and
professional writing, but its principles can also be adapted to enhance the
clarity and professionalism of personal communication. Understanding how to
apply Chicago style guidelines to emails, letters, and even informal notes
ensures your messages are well-received and effectively convey your intended
meaning. This article will delve into the nuances of adopting Chicago style
for personal communication, covering essential aspects such as formatting,
punctuation, grammar, and tone. We will explore how these principles can
elevate your everyday correspondence, making it more polished and
professional. Whether you are drafting a formal personal letter or a crucial
email, mastering these stylistic elements will undoubtedly improve your
communication's impact.
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Formatting Your Personal Communications
When considering Chicago style for personal communication, the foundational
elements of formatting play a crucial role in establishing a professional and
clear message. While personal letters might not demand the strict adherence
of a formal academic paper, adopting some of its principles can significantly
improve readability and convey a sense of care and attention to detail. This
includes the placement of your contact information, the date, and the
recipient's address, even in a less formal context.

For typed personal letters, the general layout often mirrors that of business
correspondence, though with a slightly more relaxed approach. The sender's
address typically appears in the upper left or upper right corner, followed
by the date on a new line. The recipient's address then follows, positioned
on the left side of the page. While Chicago style's detailed specifications
are primarily for published works, the underlying logic of clear organization
translates well. The goal is to present information in an orderly fashion,
making it easy for the recipient to process.



Personal Letter Formatting
In personal letters, the salutation is a key element where stylistic choices
can impact the overall tone. Following Chicago's guidance on capitalization
and punctuation for titles and names ensures consistency. For instance, if
addressing someone formally, such as "Dear Dr. Smith," the capitalization and
period are standard. However, for a more informal but still respectful tone,
"Dear Mr. Jones" or "Dear Ms. Davis" maintains professionalism. The closing,
such as "Sincerely," "Yours truly," or "Best regards," should also be
capitalized correctly and followed by a comma.

The body of the letter should be paragraphed clearly, with adequate spacing
between paragraphs to enhance readability. While block formatting (where
paragraphs are not indented) is common, a slight indentation for the first
line of each paragraph can also be employed, depending on the desired level
of formality. The final closing and your typed name should be aligned with
the salutation.

Email Etiquette and Chicago Style Principles
Emails, being a prevalent form of personal communication, benefit greatly
from applying Chicago-style principles for clarity and professionalism. While
emails are inherently less formal than traditional letters, a well-formatted
and grammatically sound message reflects positively on the sender. This
begins with a clear and concise subject line that accurately reflects the
email's content, a practice directly influenced by the clarity Chicago style
champions.

The structure of an email often includes a salutation, body paragraphs, and a
closing. Adhering to Chicago's recommendations for capitalization and
punctuation in salutations (e.g., "Dear Sarah," or "Hi John,") and closings
(e.g., "Best," or "Regards,") ensures a polished presentation. Furthermore,
maintaining proper grammar and punctuation throughout the email body prevents
misunderstandings and reinforces your credibility. Avoid excessive
exclamation points or abbreviations unless the context is highly informal and
the recipient is someone with whom you have a very casual relationship.

Punctuation and Grammar in Personal
Correspondence
The meticulous attention to punctuation and grammar that Chicago style is
known for is paramount in personal communication to avoid ambiguity and
ensure your message is taken seriously. Even in informal contexts, misplacing
a comma or using incorrect verb tense can alter the meaning or create an
impression of carelessness.

Chicago style offers comprehensive guidance on a wide array of punctuation
marks, from commas and semicolons to apostrophes and quotation marks. For
personal communications, focusing on common areas of error can yield



significant improvements. For instance, understanding the proper use of the
comma in series, with introductory clauses, and to separate independent
clauses joined by a conjunction is crucial for sentence clarity. Similarly,
correct apostrophe usage in possessives and contractions prevents common
grammatical mistakes.

Comma Usage for Clarity
Commas are perhaps the most frequently used punctuation marks, and their
correct application is vital for creating readable and understandable
sentences. Chicago style emphasizes using commas to separate elements in a
list, to set off introductory phrases or clauses, and to join two independent
clauses with a coordinating conjunction like "and," "but," or "or." In
personal communication, this translates to crafting sentences that flow
smoothly and are easy to follow.

For example, instead of writing "I am going to the store to buy apples
bananas and oranges," Chicago style would dictate "I am going to the store to
buy apples, bananas, and oranges." The inclusion of the Oxford comma (the
comma before "and" in a list of three or more items) is a hallmark of Chicago
style and is recommended for clarity, especially when the items themselves
might contain conjunctions. This attention to detail ensures that the
intended meaning is never in doubt.

Apostrophe and Possessive Rules
Apostrophes in personal communication primarily serve two purposes:
indicating possession and forming contractions. Chicago style provides clear
rules for both. For possessives, singular nouns typically form the possessive
by adding an apostrophe and an 's' (e.g., "John's car"). For plural nouns
ending in 's', an apostrophe is added after the 's' (e.g., "the students'
projects").

When it comes to contractions, Chicago style generally permits their use in
personal communication, especially in less formal contexts, but encourages
consistency. For instance, "it's" for "it is" or "they're" for "they are" are
common and acceptable. However, the distinction between "its" (possessive)
and "it's" (contraction) is critical to maintain, as errors here can lead to
confusion.

Tone and Professionalism in Personal Messages
While Chicago style is often associated with academic and formal writing, its
underlying principles of clarity, precision, and respect can be powerfully
applied to the tone and professionalism of personal communication. The goal
is to convey your thoughts and feelings in a manner that is both effective
and respectful of the recipient.

Adopting a professional tone in personal communication does not mean being



stiff or overly formal; rather, it involves being mindful of your language,
your intent, and the potential impact of your words. Chicago style’s emphasis
on conciseness and directness can help you avoid rambling or sending messages
that are difficult to decipher. This thoughtful approach ensures that your
personal communications are as impactful as they are polite.

Maintaining a Respectful and Clear Voice
A key aspect of Chicago style for personal communication is ensuring a
respectful and clear voice. This means choosing words carefully to convey
your message without ambiguity or unintended offense. For instance, when
expressing a differing opinion or concern, framing it constructively rather
than accusatorily is paramount. Chicago style’s focus on precision encourages
you to state your point directly but politely.

Consider the difference between saying "You always forget to do that" versus
"I noticed that this task hasn't been completed yet. Could we discuss how to
ensure it's handled moving forward?" The latter is far more constructive and
aligns with the principles of clear, respectful communication that Chicago
style promotes, even in a personal setting.

Avoiding Jargon and Slang
While informal communication often embraces jargon and slang, their use in
personal communication, especially when aiming for a degree of
professionalism, can be problematic. Chicago style, in its pursuit of
universal understanding, implicitly advises against such language unless the
audience is guaranteed to understand it. In personal contexts, this means
avoiding overly technical terms or trendy slang that might alienate or
confuse the recipient.

For example, if you are writing to a family member who is not familiar with
your professional field, using industry-specific acronyms or buzzwords will
likely hinder rather than help your communication. Opting for clear,
universally understood language ensures that your message is accessible and
appreciated by everyone you communicate with.

Specific Applications of Chicago Style for
Personal Use
The flexibility of Chicago style's principles allows for various applications
in everyday personal communication. Beyond formal letters and emails, these
guidelines can influence how you approach social media posts, text messages,
and even informal notes, enhancing their effectiveness and your overall
presentation.

By consciously applying the core tenets of Chicago style—clarity,
consistency, and conciseness—you can elevate even the briefest of personal



messages. This mindful approach transforms routine communication into an
opportunity to demonstrate thoughtfulness and good communication habits.

Crafting Polite Requests and Thank-Yous
When making a request or expressing gratitude in personal communications, the
principles of Chicago style can guide you toward a more effective and
gracious approach. For requests, clarity and politeness are key. Chicago
style's emphasis on directness means stating what you need clearly, while its
inherent formality encourages respectful phrasing.

For thank-you notes, whether handwritten or electronic, sincerity and
specificity are important. Instead of a generic "Thanks," a message like
"Thank you for the wonderful dinner; I particularly enjoyed the lasagna" is
more meaningful and personal, echoing Chicago style's value of precise
language.

Addressing Sensitive Topics
Discussing sensitive topics in personal communication requires a heightened
sense of care and precision, areas where Chicago style's attention to detail
can be particularly beneficial. When addressing difficult subjects, the aim
is to be clear about your intentions and concerns without causing undue
distress. This often involves choosing words deliberately to convey empathy
and understanding.

Chicago style's focus on avoiding ambiguity is crucial here. For instance, if
you need to address a misunderstanding, it's better to state, "I wanted to
clarify my understanding of our conversation yesterday," rather than leaving
room for misinterpretation. The goal is to open a dialogue, not to create
further conflict, a principle that transcends academic writing and is vital
for healthy personal relationships.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them
Even with the best intentions, applying stylistic principles to personal
communication can sometimes lead to overcorrection or misapplication.
Awareness of common pitfalls can help you navigate these challenges and
ensure your communication remains effective and natural.

The key is to strike a balance between applying stylistic guidance and
maintaining the genuine nature of personal interaction. The aim is to enhance
communication, not to make it artificial or stilted. By understanding where
mistakes are often made, you can proactively avoid them.



Over-Formalization
One of the most common mistakes when trying to apply Chicago style to
personal communication is over-formalization. While professionalism is
valuable, making personal emails or messages sound like academic papers can
be off-putting and create distance. It’s important to remember that the
context of personal communication often allows for a warmer, more
conversational tone.

To avoid this, use your judgment regarding contractions, slightly less formal
vocabulary, and perhaps a more relaxed sentence structure where appropriate.
The key is to be clear and respectful, not to mimic the rigid structure of a
scholarly work unless the specific situation truly demands it.

Inconsistency in Application
Another pitfall is inconsistency. If you decide to adopt certain Chicago
style principles, it's best to apply them consistently throughout a
particular communication. For example, if you choose to use the Oxford comma,
do so for all lists within that message. Inconsistent application can look
haphazard and undermine the intended effect of clarity and professionalism.

Similarly, if you adopt a specific tone, try to maintain it. A sudden shift
from formal to overly casual language within the same message can be jarring.
Planning your message and reviewing it before sending can help ensure a
consistent and polished presentation. By embracing the spirit of clarity and
precision, you can enhance your personal communication without sacrificing
its genuine essence.

FAQ

Q: Does Chicago style apply to text messages?
A: While Chicago Manual of Style is primarily intended for formal
publications, its principles of clarity, conciseness, and grammatical
correctness can inform your text messaging. For more important personal text
messages, aiming for clear sentence structure and correct punctuation can
enhance understanding and professionalism, even if strict adherence isn't
necessary.

Q: How should I handle salutations in personal
emails based on Chicago style?
A: Chicago style suggests a clear and respectful approach. For personal
emails, you can adapt this by using standard salutations like "Dear [Name],"
or "Hi [Name]," followed by a comma. The capitalization and punctuation
should be consistent and appropriate for your relationship with the



recipient.

Q: Is it important to use formal closings in
personal letters if I'm aiming for Chicago style?
A: While Chicago style itself doesn't dictate personal letter closings,
adopting its emphasis on professionalism suggests using closings like
"Sincerely," "Best regards," or "Yours truly," followed by a comma. The
choice of closing can reflect the formality of the letter and your
relationship with the recipient.

Q: How does Chicago style inform the use of
contractions in personal communication?
A: Chicago style generally permits contractions in less formal writing. For
personal communication, this means you can typically use contractions like
"it's" or "don't" where it feels natural and conversational, as long as it
doesn't detract from clarity or professionalism. Consistency is key.

Q: What is the significance of the Oxford comma in
personal communication, according to Chicago style
principles?
A: Chicago style strongly recommends the Oxford comma (the comma before the
final "and" or "or" in a list of three or more items) for clarity. Applying
this principle in your personal communication, even in emails or informal
notes, can prevent ambiguity and ensure your lists are easily understood.

Q: Should I proofread personal emails for grammar
and spelling errors, considering Chicago style?
A: Yes, proofreading for grammar and spelling errors is a crucial aspect of
presenting your message clearly and professionally, a core tenet of Chicago
style. Even for informal personal emails, taking a moment to review can catch
mistakes that might otherwise undermine your message or create
misunderstandings.

Q: How can Chicago style help when I need to convey
difficult feedback in a personal message?
A: Chicago style's emphasis on precision and clarity is highly beneficial
when delivering difficult feedback. It encourages you to state your points
directly but tactfully, using neutral language and avoiding accusatory tones.
Focusing on observable behaviors or specific issues rather than broad



generalizations can help maintain a respectful and constructive dialogue.

Q: Does Chicago style have specific rules for
formatting addresses in personal letters?
A: While Chicago style's most detailed address formatting is for formal
publications, the underlying principle of clear organization applies. For
personal letters, a standard block format for the sender's and recipient's
addresses, placed logically on the page, aligns with the stylistic goal of
easy readability.
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