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Chicago Style Formatting for Non-Profits: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style formatting for non-profits is a crucial element for ensuring clarity,
credibility, and professionalism in all written communications. Whether you're crafting grant
proposals, annual reports, website content, or donor appeals, adhering to a standardized
citation and formatting system like The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) lends an air of
authority and ensures your message is understood without ambiguity. This guide will delve
into the intricacies of applying Chicago style specifically for non-profit organizations,
covering everything from in-text citations and footnotes to bibliography entries and general
manuscript preparation. We will explore how proper formatting can enhance your
organization's reputation and streamline the dissemination of vital information.
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Understanding Chicago Style for Non-Profits

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is one of the most widely used style guides in
academic and professional writing. For non-profit organizations, implementing Chicago style
demonstrates attention to detail and a commitment to presenting information accurately
and professionally. This adherence to a recognized standard builds trust with stakeholders,
including donors, grantmakers, and the public. Understanding its core principles is the first
step to effective implementation.

Core Principles of Chicago Style

At its heart, Chicago style emphasizes clarity and consistency. It offers two primary systems
for citation: the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. For non-profit



communications, the notes-bibliography system, with its use of footnotes or endnotes and a
bibliography, is often preferred for its elegance and suitability for narrative text, such as
reports and proposals. This system allows for detailed explanations and citations to be
placed unobtrusively at the bottom of the page or at the end of the document, while the
author-date system is more common in the sciences and social sciences.

The Notes-Bibliography System

This system involves using superscript numbers within the text to indicate a citation. These
numbers correspond to either footnotes (at the bottom of the page) or endnotes (at the end
of the document). Each note provides the full bibliographic information for the source, or a
shortened version for subsequent citations. The bibliography at the end of the document
then lists all sources cited, in alphabetical order, providing a comprehensive reference list
for the reader.

The Author-Date System

While less common for general non-profit publications, the author-date system is also part
of CMOS. In this system, parenthetical citations within the text include the author's last
name and the year of publication (e.g., Smith 2023). A corresponding reference list at the
end of the document provides full bibliographic details for each cited source. This system is
often favored for its efficiency in scientific and technical writing.

Citations and Referencing in Chicago Style

Accurate citation is paramount for avoiding plagiarism and giving credit where it is due.
Chicago style provides specific guidelines for a vast array of source types, from books and
journal articles to websites and interviews. Mastering these rules is essential for any non-
profit relying on external research or data.

Footnotes and Endnotes

Footnotes and endnotes serve to provide immediate access to source information without
disrupting the flow of the main text. The first citation of a source in footnotes or endnotes
should be complete, including all necessary bibliographic details. Subsequent citations of
the same source can be shortened to include the author's last name, a shortened title, and
the page number, or simply the author's last name and page number if the title is
unambiguous.

For example, a first footnote might look like this:



Jane Doe, The Non-Profit Sector in Transition (New York: Foundation Press, 2022), 45.

A subsequent note for the same source would be:

Doe, Non-Profit Sector, 78.

Or, if the title is clear:

Doe, 78.

The Bibliography

The bibliography is an alphabetical list of all sources cited in the notes. It provides a
complete reference for readers who wish to consult the original materials. The formatting of
entries in the bibliography follows specific rules, including the order of elements,
punctuation, and the use of italics for titles.

A typical book entry in a Chicago-style bibliography:

Doe, Jane. The Non-Profit Sector in Transition. New York: Foundation Press, 2022.

And a journal article entry:

Smith, John R. "Impact of Funding Models on Non-Profit Sustainability." Journal of
Philanthropy 15, no. 2 (2021): 112–30.

Formatting Non-Profit Documents

Beyond citations, Chicago style offers guidance on the overall presentation of documents,
ensuring a professional and reader-friendly appearance. This includes aspects like title
pages, running heads, and the organization of paragraphs.

Title Pages and Running Heads

While not always mandatory for all non-profit documents, a title page is standard for more
formal submissions like grant proposals or reports. It typically includes the title of the work,
the author’s name (or organization name), and the date. Running heads, or page headers,



can be used to identify the document on each page, often including a shortened version of
the title and the page number. For non-profit reports, the organization's name might also
be incorporated.

Paragraphs and Spacing

Chicago style generally recommends double-spacing for manuscript submissions, though
single-spacing is common for published works and many professional documents.
Paragraphs are typically indented on the first line, with no extra space between paragraphs.
Consistency in indentation and spacing is key to a polished document.

Tables and Figures

When incorporating data-heavy information, tables and figures are invaluable. Chicago
style provides guidelines for their placement, titling, and referencing. Each table and figure
should have a clear, descriptive title and a number for easy reference within the text. Notes
can be added below tables and figures to explain abbreviations or provide additional
context. Cross-references to tables and figures within the text should be handled
consistently, for example, "see Table 3" or "as shown in Figure 1."

Special Considerations for Non-Profit Writing

The unique nature of non-profit work necessitates some specific considerations when
applying Chicago style. The primary goal is always to communicate impact and foster
support, so clarity and persuasiveness are as important as adherence to style rules.

Grant Proposals and Reports

Grant proposals and impact reports are critical for securing funding and demonstrating
accountability. In these documents, Chicago style helps to lend credibility to your data,
program descriptions, and financial information. Accurate citations for research supporting
your program’s efficacy, or for statistics used to describe the problem you address, are
essential. The notes-bibliography system is often favored here for its ability to incorporate
supporting details without disrupting the narrative flow of the proposal or report.

Website Content and Social Media

While strict Chicago style may not be applied to every social media post, the principles of
clear, accurate, and credible communication remain. For website content, especially in



sections like "About Us," "Our Impact," or research-based blog posts, Chicago style can be
adapted. For instance, citing sources for statistics on your website, or for research that
informs your mission, can enhance your organization's authority. Shorter, more accessible
citations might be used, potentially linking to a more detailed bibliography or reference
section if the content warrants it.

Donor Communications

When communicating with donors, clarity and impact are paramount. While you might not
use formal footnotes in a direct appeal letter, the underlying principles of accuracy and
transparency derived from Chicago style are still relevant. Ensuring that any claims about
your organization's impact are well-supported, even if not explicitly footnoted in a
marketing piece, builds trust. For more formal donor reports or impact statements,
adopting Chicago style for citations can reinforce the professionalism and reliability of your
organization.

Adopting Chicago style formatting for non-profits is an investment in credibility and
effective communication. By mastering its principles and applying them consistently, your
organization can ensure its message is received with the authority and respect it deserves,
ultimately furthering its mission and impact.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary advantage of using Chicago
style formatting for non-profit organizations?
A: The primary advantage is enhanced credibility and professionalism. Adhering to a
recognized style guide like Chicago demonstrates attention to detail and a commitment to
presenting information accurately, which builds trust with donors, grantmakers, and the
public.

Q: Which citation system within Chicago style is
generally preferred for non-profit reports and
proposals?
A: The notes-bibliography system, which uses footnotes or endnotes and a bibliography, is
generally preferred for non-profit reports and proposals because it allows for detailed
citations and explanations without disrupting the narrative flow of the main text.

Q: How should an organization cite sources on its



website when using Chicago style principles?
A: While strict adherence to all CMOS rules might not be feasible for every piece of web
content, organizations can adapt Chicago style by citing sources for statistics or research
used on their website. This might involve shorter citations within the text or a dedicated
"References" section, depending on the content's complexity.

Q: Are there specific guidelines in Chicago style for
formatting tables and figures in non-profit documents?
A: Yes, Chicago style provides guidance on titling, numbering, and referencing tables and
figures. Clear titles, consistent numbering, and explanatory notes are recommended to
ensure readers can easily understand and refer to the data presented.

Q: Does Chicago style dictate specific formatting for
informal non-profit communications like social media
posts?
A: Generally, strict Chicago style is not applied to informal communications like social
media posts. However, the underlying principles of clarity, accuracy, and credibility are still
important and should guide the content.

Q: How does Chicago style help in grant proposals
specifically?
A: In grant proposals, Chicago style lends authority to the claims made about the problem
being addressed, the efficacy of proposed solutions, and the research supporting the
organization's work. Accurate citations reassure funders that the proposal is well-
researched and grounded in evidence.

Q: What is the difference between footnotes and
endnotes in Chicago style?
A: Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the citation is made, while endnotes
appear at the end of the document or chapter. Both serve the same purpose of providing
citation information, but their placement differs. The choice between them is often a matter
of personal preference or institutional guidelines.

Q: How should an organization ensure consistency
when applying Chicago style across different types of
documents and platforms?
A: Consistency is achieved by establishing clear internal style guidelines based on CMOS
and providing training to staff involved in writing and editing. Regularly reviewing



documents against these guidelines and utilizing style checkers can also help maintain
uniformity.
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