
chicago style reference rules
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a robust and widely respected system for academic and
professional writing, particularly in the humanities. Mastering chicago style reference rules is crucial
for ensuring clarity, credibility, and consistency in your research papers, dissertations, books, and
other scholarly works. This comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of Chicago style, covering
essential elements from in-text citations to the bibliography, and exploring the nuances of both the
notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. Understanding these rules will equip you to
present your research with precision and professionalism, allowing your ideas to shine without being
overshadowed by citation errors.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style, often referred to as CMOS, is a style guide published by the University of
Chicago Press. It is renowned for its detailed guidance on manuscript preparation, punctuation, and,
crucially, citation. Unlike some other style guides that focus heavily on one particular academic
discipline, Chicago style is highly adaptable and frequently used in history, literature, art history, and
many other humanities and social science fields. Its comprehensive nature makes it a valuable
resource for writers at all levels, from undergraduate students to seasoned academics.

The primary goal of any citation system, including those outlined in Chicago style, is to acknowledge
the sources of information and ideas that a writer has used. This serves multiple purposes: it gives
credit to the original authors, allows readers to locate the original sources for further research, and
adds credibility to the writer's own work by demonstrating that it is based on sound scholarship.
Adhering to the specific conventions of chicago style reference rules ensures that this critical function
is performed accurately and uniformly.



Two Citation Systems in Chicago Style

Chicago style is unique in offering two distinct citation systems that writers can choose from,
depending on the conventions of their field or the requirements of their publisher. These systems are
the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. While both systems aim to achieve the
same goal of properly citing sources, they employ different methods for presenting the citation
information within the text and in the list of works consulted at the end of a document.

The choice between these two systems is often dictated by disciplinary norms. For example, the
humanities, particularly history, tend to favor the notes-bibliography system. Conversely, some social
science disciplines and the natural sciences may prefer the author-date system. It is always advisable
to consult with your instructor, editor, or publisher to determine which system is expected for your
specific project. Regardless of the system chosen, meticulous attention to detail is paramount in
applying chicago style reference rules.

The Notes-Bibliography System Explained

The notes-bibliography system is characterized by the use of numbered footnotes or endnotes within
the text, which correspond to a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the document. This system
is often favored in disciplines where extensive commentary or detailed explanations are frequently
required alongside citations. The notes allow for the inclusion of additional information or tangential
points without disrupting the flow of the main text.

When using the notes-bibliography system, each piece of information or idea taken from an external
source is typically marked with a superscript Arabic numeral in the text. This numeral then directs the
reader to a corresponding note at the bottom of the page (footnote) or at the end of the document
(endnote). These notes contain the full bibliographic details of the source, or a shortened version for
subsequent citations of the same source. The bibliography then provides a complete alphabetical
listing of all sources cited in the notes, offering a consolidated reference point for readers.

Components of a Chicago Style Note

A Chicago style note, whether a footnote or an endnote, typically includes several key pieces of
information about the source. The exact format can vary slightly depending on whether it is the first
citation of a particular source or a subsequent one, but generally, it will include the author’s name,
the title of the work, and publication details. For books, this often involves the publisher, place of
publication, and year of publication. For articles or other shorter works, it will include the journal title,
volume, issue, and page numbers.

The structure of a note is designed for clarity and conciseness. For a first note citation of a book, the
author’s name appears in the standard first name, last name order, followed by the title in italics.
Publication information typically follows. Subsequent notes referring to the same source are usually
shortened, often including just the author’s last name, a shortened title, and the page number.
Understanding these components is fundamental to correctly applying chicago style reference rules in
your academic writing.



In-Text Citations: Footnotes and Endnotes

In the notes-bibliography system, in-text citations are not direct quotes or parenthetical mentions of
author and year. Instead, they are represented by superscript Arabic numerals placed directly after
the quotation, paraphrase, or borrowed idea. This numeral acts as a marker, pointing the reader to
the corresponding note. The placement of this numeral is crucial: it should generally appear after any
punctuation mark that ends the sentence or clause containing the borrowed material.

Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the citation is made, while endnotes are collected
at the end of the document, chapter, or book. Most modern word processing software makes it
relatively easy to insert automatic footnotes or endnotes, which helps manage the numbering
sequence accurately. The objective is to provide immediate access to the source information for the
reader without interrupting the narrative flow of the main text.

Crafting Your Bibliography in Notes-Bibliography Style

The bibliography, also known as "Works Cited" or "Selected Bibliography" depending on the scope, is
an essential component of the notes-bibliography system. It provides a comprehensive, alphabetical
list of all the sources that have been cited in the footnotes or endnotes. This list serves as a valuable
resource for readers who wish to explore the sources further or verify the information presented.

The formatting of entries in the bibliography follows specific guidelines within chicago style reference
rules. Generally, the author's last name comes first, followed by their first name. Titles of books and
journals are italicized, while titles of articles or chapters are placed in quotation marks. Publication
details, such as the publisher, place, and date for books, and volume, issue, and date for journals, are
included in a consistent order. Each entry begins at the left margin, with subsequent lines indented.
This standardized approach ensures that readers can easily scan and locate the information they
need.

The Author-Date System Explained

The author-date system, as implemented in Chicago style, offers an alternative approach to in-text
citation that is often preferred in scientific and some social science disciplines. This system uses
parenthetical citations directly within the text, typically comprising the author's last name and the
year of publication, often followed by a page number for specific quotations. This method provides
immediate attribution of sources without the need for extensive footnotes or endnotes, thereby
streamlining the reading experience for those accustomed to this format.

While the in-text citations are brief, they require a corresponding, comprehensive reference list at the
end of the document. This list, often titled "References," provides the full bibliographic details for
every source cited in the text. The author-date system emphasizes the temporal aspect of research,
highlighting when a particular piece of work was published, which can be important for tracking the
development of ideas within a field. Mastering chicago style reference rules for this system ensures
accuracy and academic integrity.



In-Text Citations in Author-Date Style

In the author-date system, in-text citations are integrated directly into the sentence. The most
common format includes the author's last name and the year of publication enclosed in parentheses:
(Smith 2020). If you are quoting directly from a source, it is standard practice to include the page
number as well: (Smith 2020, 45). These parenthetical citations should appear at the end of the
clause or sentence where the borrowed material is used, typically before the final punctuation mark.

When the author's name is mentioned in the text itself, it does not need to be repeated in the
parenthetical citation. For instance, "As Smith (2020) argues, the effects of this policy were profound."
If you are referencing an entire work or a general idea from it, the page number may be omitted. For
multiple authors, specific rules apply for two or three authors, and for four or more authors. This
direct attribution is a hallmark of the author-date system and is a critical aspect of applying chicago
style reference rules effectively.

Constructing Your Reference List

The reference list, or "References," is the counterpart to the in-text citations in the author-date
system. It is an alphabetical list of all sources cited within the document, providing full bibliographic
details for each entry. Similar to the bibliography in the notes-bibliography system, it allows readers
to locate the original sources and verify the information. The organization and formatting of the
reference list are subject to strict chicago style reference rules to ensure uniformity and ease of use.

Each entry begins with the author's last name, followed by their first name. Titles of books and
journals are italicized, and article titles are placed in quotation marks. Publication details are
presented in a consistent order. The primary difference from the bibliography in the notes system
often lies in the slightly different emphasis on information, and the fact that the reference list is
directly tied to the in-text parenthetical citations. All entries are alphabetized by the author’s last
name.

Common Source Types and Their Chicago Style
Formatting

Accurately citing a wide array of source types is a cornerstone of adhering to chicago style reference
rules. While books and journal articles are common, modern scholarship often involves a diverse
range of materials, from websites and online databases to multimedia. Understanding the specific
formatting for each type ensures your citations are complete and compliant.

Books

Citing books is fundamental. For the notes-bibliography system, a first note for a book typically
includes the author's full name (First Last), title in italics, publisher, place of publication, and year. For
example: Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice (New York: Penguin Classics, 2003).



In the author-date system, the reference list entry for a book would look like this: Austen, Jane. 2003.
Pride and Prejudice. New York: Penguin Classics.

Journal Articles

Journal articles require specific details to identify them precisely. In the notes-bibliography system, a
first note for a journal article would include the author's full name, article title in quotation marks,
journal title in italics, volume number, issue number (if applicable), year of publication, and the page
numbers of the article. For example: John Smith, "The Impact of Technology on Education," Journal of
Modern Learning 25, no. 3 (2021): 112-130.

For the author-date system reference list: Smith, John. 2021. "The Impact of Technology on
Education." Journal of Modern Learning 25 (3): 112-130.

Websites

Citing online sources, especially websites, presents unique challenges due to their dynamic nature.
For both systems, it is crucial to include as much identifying information as possible. This typically
involves the author (if known), the title of the specific page or document, the name of the website,
the date of publication or last update (if available), and the URL. It is also highly recommended to
include an access date.

A typical note-bibliography entry might look like: National Park Service, "About Us," National Park
Service, accessed May 15, 2023, https://www.nps.gov/aboutus/index.htm.

In the author-date system, the reference list entry would be similar: National Park Service. "About Us."
National Park Service. Accessed May 15, 2023. https://www.nps.gov/aboutus/index.htm.

Citing Other Media

Chicago style provides guidance for a variety of other media, including films, interviews, podcasts,
and artworks. The key is to identify the creator, title, medium, and relevant contextual information
such as year, platform, or location. For instance, citing a film in a footnote might include the director,
title, production company, and year.

The principle remains consistent: provide enough information for the reader to locate and consult the
original source. Familiarizing yourself with the specific rules for less common source types is essential
for comprehensive application of chicago style reference rules.

General Formatting Guidelines for Chicago Style

Beyond the specifics of citation, Chicago style also dictates general formatting principles that
contribute to the overall clarity and professionalism of a document. These guidelines cover aspects
such as punctuation, capitalization, and the layout of your manuscript. Consistent application of these



rules enhances readability and adherence to academic standards.

Punctuation and Capitalization

Chicago style has detailed rules for punctuation, including the use of commas, semicolons, colons,
and apostrophes. For instance, the serial comma (or Oxford comma) is generally preferred.
Capitalization rules are also specific, particularly for titles of works, which follow the "headline-style"
capitalization where major words are capitalized. This contrasts with the "sentence-style"
capitalization sometimes used in other guides.

The careful application of these punctuation and capitalization rules is a subtle but significant aspect
of mastering chicago style reference rules. It demonstrates attention to detail and a commitment to
scholarly conventions.

Page Numbering and Indentation

The physical layout of a Chicago-style document also matters. Page numbering typically appears in
the header, usually in the upper right-hand corner, starting with the first page of the text. Indentation
rules are particularly important for bibliographies and reference lists, where the first line of each entry
is typically flush with the left margin, and subsequent lines are indented. This visual cue helps readers
distinguish between individual entries.

For footnotes, the text of each note begins with an indent. For endnotes, the same applies. Adhering
to these formatting conventions ensures that your document presents a polished and professional
appearance, aligning with the established standards of chicago style reference rules.

The Importance of Consistency in Chicago Style

Perhaps the most crucial aspect of employing any style guide, including Chicago style, is consistency.
Once you have chosen a citation system (notes-bibliography or author-date) and have begun
formatting your sources, it is imperative to maintain that style throughout the entire document.
Inconsistencies in citation format can confuse readers, undermine your credibility, and lead to
rejection by publishers or instructors.

This means that every book, every article, and every website must be formatted in the same manner,
following the specific rules for that source type as outlined by the chosen system. Even small
deviations, such as using a comma where a semicolon is prescribed or inconsistent capitalization in
titles, can detract from the overall professionalism of your work. Therefore, a thorough review for
consistency is a critical final step when applying chicago style reference rules.

Navigating Complex Citation Scenarios

While this guide covers many fundamental aspects of chicago style reference rules, academic writing



often involves complex citation scenarios. These can include citing multiple authors, works with no
author, edited volumes, government documents, legal materials, or sources found in archives. The
Chicago Manual of Style itself is an exhaustive resource that addresses these intricate situations in
detail.

When encountering a novel or unusual source, it is best to consult the official CMOS manual or a
reliable online resource that explains Chicago style. Developing a keen eye for detail and a
methodical approach will enable you to tackle even the most challenging citation requirements with
confidence. The commitment to accurate and consistent citation is a hallmark of rigorous scholarship.

---

FAQ: Chicago Style Reference Rules

Q: What is the primary difference between the notes-
bibliography and author-date systems in Chicago style?
A: The primary difference lies in how in-text citations are presented. The notes-bibliography system
uses superscript numbers in the text that refer to footnotes or endnotes, while the author-date
system uses parenthetical citations of author and year directly within the text.

Q: When should I use the notes-bibliography system versus
the author-date system?
A: The choice often depends on the conventions of your academic discipline. The notes-bibliography
system is generally favored in the humanities, particularly history, while the author-date system is
more common in some social sciences and natural sciences. Always consult your instructor or
publisher for their preference.

Q: How do I cite a book with multiple authors in Chicago
style?
A: For two or three authors in the notes-bibliography system, list all authors in the first note and
subsequent notes. In the reference list (author-date system), list all authors for up to three authors.
For four or more authors in either system, list the first author followed by "et al." in subsequent
citations and in the reference list/bibliography.

Q: What is the correct way to format a website citation in
Chicago style?
A: Website citations require the author (if known), the title of the specific page or document in
quotation marks, the name of the website in italics, the publication or last updated date (if available),
and the URL. It is also recommended to include the access date.



Q: Do I need to include page numbers in my in-text citations?
A: Page numbers are generally required when you are quoting directly from a source or paraphrasing
a specific idea from a particular page. 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: While both are lists of sources consulted, the bibliography is associated with the notes-bibliography
system and lists all sources cited in notes. The reference list is associated with the author-date
system and lists only those sources cited in the parenthetical in-text citations.

Q: How should I format a title of a book versus a title of an
article in Chicago style?
A: Titles of books, journals, and other standalone works are italicized. Titles of articles, chapters, and
shorter works within larger publications are placed in quotation marks.

Q: What is the serial comma (Oxford comma), and does
Chicago style use it?
A: The serial comma is the comma placed before the conjunction in a list of three or more items (e.g.,
apples, bananas, and oranges). Chicago style generally prefers and recommends the use of the serial
comma.

Q: How do I cite a source that I accessed online but was
originally published in print?
A: You should provide the full bibliographic information for the print source, as well as the URL and
access date if you accessed it online. This allows readers to find the original print version if possible.

Q: Where can I find the most authoritative guide to Chicago
style reference rules?
A: The most authoritative guide is the official publication, The Chicago Manual of Style. There are also
online resources and frequently updated companion websites that offer detailed guidance and
examples.
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