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chicago style in-text citations for personal communication can be a nuanced but essential part
of academic and professional writing, ensuring proper attribution and avoiding plagiarism. This guide
delves into the specifics of how to correctly cite various forms of personal communication, such as
emails, interviews, phone calls, and social media messages, within the Chicago Manual of Style.
Understanding these guidelines is crucial for maintaining academic integrity and providing your
readers with a clear trail to the sources you've consulted. We will explore the reasons behind citing
personal communication, the specific information required for each citation type, and the differences
between the author-date and notes-bibliography systems. Mastering these details will empower you
to confidently incorporate personal communication into your scholarly work.
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Why Cite Personal Communication?

The fundamental reason for citing any source, including personal communication, is to give credit to
the original author or originator of the information. This practice upholds academic honesty and
acknowledges the intellectual contributions of others. When you cite personal communication, you are
essentially telling your reader that you obtained specific information directly from an individual
through a private exchange.

Furthermore, citing personal communication allows your readers to verify the information you
present. While direct verification of personal communications might be impossible for the reader due
to privacy, the citation provides context and indicates the source of your knowledge. This builds
credibility for your work by showing that your claims are grounded in specific interactions, not mere
hearsay or assumption. Properly citing these sources demonstrates a commitment to thorough
research and transparency.



When to Cite Personal Communication

You should cite personal communication whenever you use information obtained directly from an
individual that is not publicly available or generally known. This includes facts, opinions, insights, or
data shared in a private conversation or exchange. The key determinant is whether the information
would be inaccessible to your reader without your direct interaction with the communicator.

If the information is readily available elsewhere through published works, then a citation to the
published source is generally preferred. However, if the information is unique to your conversation,
essential to your argument, and cannot be found in a published form, then citing the personal
communication becomes necessary. This applies to unique perspectives, unpublished data, or specific
details that shape your understanding of a topic.

Elements of a Personal Communication Citation

Regardless of the specific type of personal communication, certain key elements are generally
required for an accurate citation. These elements help identify the communicator, the nature of the
communication, and the date it occurred, providing essential context for the reader. The precise
format will vary slightly depending on whether you are using the author-date or notes-bibliography
system, but the core information remains consistent.

The communicator's name (first and last name).

The type of communication (e.g., personal communication, email, interview, telephone
conversation).

The date of the communication.

Potentially, identifying information about the context, such as the purpose of the interview or
the subject of the email.

The goal is to provide enough detail so that a knowledgeable reader could understand the origin of
the information, even if they cannot directly access the communication themselves. This transparency
is vital for academic rigor.

Citing Different Types of Personal Communication

The Chicago Manual of Style recognizes that personal communication takes many forms, and each
may require slightly different handling in citations. While the core principles remain the same,
attention to detail in identifying the medium of communication is important.



Email

Emails are a common form of personal communication in academic settings. When citing an email,
you should clearly state that it was an email exchange and provide the date it was sent. The
communicator's full name should also be included. Ensure that the subject line, if relevant and brief,
can be mentioned to further contextualize the exchange, though this is often omitted for brevity in
the in-text citation itself.

For example, in the notes-bibliography system, a footnote might read: "John Smith to the author,
March 15, 2023, email." In the author-date system, the in-text citation would follow standard
practices, with the full details appearing in the reference list.

Interviews

Interviews, whether conducted in person, via telephone, or through video conferencing, are a rich
source of firsthand information. When citing an interview, specify the date and method of the
interview. If the interview was recorded, you might note that, though it's not always mandatory unless
the recording is being referenced directly. It is crucial to identify the interviewee and yourself as the
interviewer, if applicable.

A note might state: "Interview with Jane Doe by the author, April 2, 2023, New York City." The key is
to differentiate it from a published interview. The interviewee’s consent to be cited should also be a
consideration, though not part of the citation itself.

Phone Calls

Similar to interviews, telephone conversations are a direct form of personal communication. When
citing information obtained during a phone call, indicate that it was a telephone conversation and
provide the date. The names of both parties involved in the call are essential for clarity. This helps
establish the directness of the information transfer.

For instance, a note could read: "Telephone conversation with Robert Johnson, June 10, 2023." If you
initiated the call, you might state "Telephone conversation with Robert Johnson initiated by the
author."

Social Media Messages

Citing direct messages or private posts on social media platforms presents unique challenges due to
the ephemeral nature of some platforms and user privacy settings. When citing these, be as specific
as possible about the platform, the nature of the message (e.g., direct message, private post), and
the date. Always be mindful of the privacy terms of the platform and obtain consent if necessary.



A citation might look like: "Direct message to the author from Maria Garcia, Twitter, October 28,
2023." The platform name is particularly important here. Public posts, however, are generally treated
differently and may be cited as published works.

Text Messages

Text messages (SMS) are another form of direct personal communication. When referencing
information from a text message exchange, clearly state that it was a text message and provide the
date. Include the names of the individuals involved in the exchange to ensure accurate attribution.

An example would be: "Text message to the author from David Lee, July 1, 2023." The brevity of text
messages means that context might need to be provided in the main text if the message itself is
crucial to understanding the information.

Personal Correspondence (Letters)

While less common in the digital age, personal letters still exist. When citing a letter, specify that it is
personal correspondence, include the sender's name, and the date the letter was written. If you are
citing a letter that you sent, you would typically refer to it as "Letter from [your name] to [recipient's
name]." This ensures the reader understands the origin and direction of the correspondence.

A note might read: "Letter from Sarah Chen to the author, November 20, 2023." The archival nature
of some letters might warrant additional details if they are part of a larger collection.

Chicago Style: Author-Date System and Personal
Communication

In the author-date system, in-text citations for personal communication are handled succinctly,
typically appearing within the text itself. However, personal communications are generally not
included in the reference list. This is because they are considered inaccessible to the general reader.
Instead, the full citation details are provided in a note or directly within the narrative of your paper.
This approach prioritizes in-text clarity while acknowledging the private nature of the source.

The common practice is to mention the communicator's name, the nature of the communication, and
the date directly in the sentence or in a footnote. For instance, you might write: "According to an
email from Professor Anya Sharma (March 10, 2023), the preliminary findings were promising." The
crucial information is embedded within the text for immediate reader comprehension. This method
maintains flow and integrates the source seamlessly.



Chicago Style: Notes-Bibliography System and Personal
Communication

The notes-bibliography system offers a more detailed approach to citing personal communication,
primarily through footnotes or endnotes. In this system, you will provide a detailed note for each
instance of personal communication. These notes will include the communicator's full name, the type
of communication, and the exact date. While personal communications are generally not listed in the
bibliography, the notes serve as the primary point of reference for the reader.

The first time a particular personal communication is cited, the note will be full. Subsequent
references to the same communication can be shortened. For example, a first note might read: "Email
from Dr. Kenji Tanaka to the author, September 5, 2023." A subsequent note could then be simply:
"Tanaka to author, September 5, 2023." This tiered approach balances detail with conciseness.

Common Mistakes to Avoid in Personal Communication
Citations

Several common pitfalls can lead to incorrect or unclear citations of personal communication. One of
the most frequent errors is failing to provide enough identifying information. Readers need to know
who communicated, what form the communication took, and when it occurred. Simply stating "a
conversation" is insufficient.

Insufficient detail: Not including names, dates, or the medium of communication.

Treating personal communication like published works: Attempting to include it in a
bibliography without following Chicago's guidelines.

Vagueness about the context: Failing to provide enough information for the reader to
understand why the communication is relevant.

Privacy violations: Citing personal communications without the communicator's consent or in
violation of platform terms of service.

Inconsistency: Using different citation styles for different types of personal communication
within the same document.

Paying close attention to these details will prevent errors and ensure your citations are both
compliant and clear.



The Importance of Clarity and Completeness

Ultimately, the goal of citing personal communication is to achieve clarity and completeness for your
readers. While these sources are not publicly accessible, your citation should provide enough context
and identifying information so that the reader understands the origin and nature of the information
you are presenting. This transparency is fundamental to scholarly integrity and allows your work to be
critically assessed.

By adhering to the guidelines of the Chicago Manual of Style for personal communication, you
demonstrate a commitment to accurate attribution and provide a transparent account of your
research methodology. This builds trust with your audience and strengthens the credibility of your
writing. Remember that clear, complete citations are not just a technical requirement but a crucial
element of responsible scholarship.

FAQ

Q: When should I cite personal communication in Chicago
style?
A: You should cite personal communication whenever you use information obtained directly from an
individual that is not publicly available or generally known, such as in a private email, interview,
phone call, or text message. The key is that the information would be inaccessible to your reader
without your direct interaction.

Q: What are the essential elements required for a personal
communication citation in Chicago style?
A: The essential elements typically include the communicator's full name, the type of communication
(e.g., email, interview, phone call), and the date of the communication. Additional context, like the
platform for social media messages, may also be necessary.

Q: How does Chicago style handle personal communication in
the author-date system?
A: In the author-date system, personal communications are usually cited in-text by mentioning the
communicator's name, the nature of the communication, and the date directly in the sentence or in a
footnote. They are typically not included in the reference list because they are considered
inaccessible.

Q: What is the process for citing personal communication in
the notes-bibliography system?
A: In the notes-bibliography system, personal communications are cited in footnotes or endnotes. The
first citation provides full details (communicator's name, type of communication, date), and



subsequent citations can be shortened. Personal communications are generally not listed in the
bibliography.

Q: Is it always necessary to include the exact time of a
personal communication in the citation?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally requires the date, but the exact time is usually only
necessary if it is critical for disambiguation or context. For most personal communications like emails
or phone calls, the date is sufficient.

Q: How should I cite a social media direct message (DM) in
Chicago style?
A: To cite a social media direct message, include the communicator's name, specify it was a direct
message, mention the platform (e.g., Twitter, Instagram), and provide the date. For example: "Direct
message to the author from [Name], [Platform], [Date]." Always be mindful of privacy.

Q: What if I interviewed someone multiple times? How do I
cite that in Chicago style?
A: If you interviewed someone multiple times, you can either cite each interview separately with its
specific date, or if the information from several interviews is being synthesized, you can refer to the
overall interview process, citing the earliest and latest dates, and noting that it was a series of
interviews. For detailed referencing, individual citations are often clearer.

Q: Can I cite personal communication if I haven't obtained
explicit permission from the communicator?
A: While the act of citation is about acknowledging sources, it is ethically advisable and often
necessary to obtain permission from the individual before citing personal communications, especially
if the information is sensitive or if you plan to publish the work. Privacy concerns are paramount.

Q: What is the difference between citing a public social media
post and a private message in Chicago style?
A: Public social media posts are often treated as published online sources and may appear in the
bibliography. Private messages (DMs, direct messages) are treated as personal communication and
follow the guidelines for inaccessible sources, typically cited only in notes.
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