
chicago style referencing geographic
databases
chicago style referencing geographic databases is a crucial skill for researchers, scholars, and
practitioners working with spatial data. Accurately citing geographic databases ensures proper
attribution, allows for verification of sources, and contributes to the integrity of academic and
professional work. This article provides a comprehensive guide to navigating the nuances of Chicago
style when referencing these rich, complex datasets. We will explore the fundamental principles of
citing digital and physical geographic databases, delve into specific considerations for various types
of spatial information, and offer practical advice for ensuring compliance with Chicago's rigorous
citation standards. Understanding these elements is vital for anyone utilizing GIS data, historical
maps, or any other geographically referenced information in their research.
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Understanding Geographic Databases in Citation

Geographic databases, often referred to as geospatial data, represent a diverse category of
information. They encompass a wide range of data types, from vector layers detailing administrative
boundaries and infrastructure to raster datasets representing elevation or land cover. The complexity
and multi-faceted nature of these databases necessitate a careful approach to citation, ensuring that
all essential components are clearly identified. In academic and research contexts, failing to properly
cite the origin and characteristics of geographic data can lead to questions about reproducibility and
the validity of findings.

When considering Chicago style referencing geographic databases, it’s important to recognize that
these datasets are not treated like simple textual sources. They often involve specific software,
version numbers, acquisition dates, and licensing information that are critical for understanding their
context and potential biases. The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides general guidelines for
citing digital and electronic resources, which can be adapted for geographic databases, but specific
nuances exist due to the unique nature of spatial information.

Defining Geographic Databases for Citation Purposes

For the purposes of citation, geographic databases include any collection of spatially referenced
information. This can range from large-scale, professionally curated datasets from government
agencies and research institutions to smaller, more specialized collections compiled by individuals or



smaller organizations. Key characteristics that define them include their geographical coverage, the
type of data they contain (e.g., points, lines, polygons, raster images), their projection and coordinate
system, and the metadata associated with them. Proper citation hinges on identifying these defining
attributes accurately.

These databases are the backbone of geographic information systems (GIS) and play a pivotal role in
fields such as urban planning, environmental science, demography, and historical research.
Therefore, the way in which they are cited directly impacts the transparency and credibility of the
research that employs them. The Chicago style, with its emphasis on detailed and precise
referencing, is well-suited to capturing the intricacies of these data sources.

Core Elements of Chicago Style for Databases

The Chicago Manual of Style, when applied to databases, requires a structured approach to
presenting essential information. For geographic databases, this typically involves identifying the
author or creator, the title of the database, the version or edition (if applicable), the publisher or
distributor, the date of publication or release, and the method of access or location. These
fundamental components provide the necessary scaffolding for a complete citation, allowing readers
to locate and understand the data used in the research.

Beyond these core elements, the specific nature of geographic databases often demands additional
details. This includes information about the projection, coordinate system, and data format, as these
directly influence how the data can be used and interpreted. Without this contextual information, a
citation for a geographic database would be incomplete, potentially hindering a reader's ability to
replicate or build upon the work.

Author/Creator and Title Identification

Identifying the author or creator of a geographic database is paramount. This could be an individual
researcher, a government agency (such as the U.S. Geological Survey or a national census bureau), a
research institution, or a commercial vendor. The title of the database should be specific and
accurately reflect the content and scope of the data. If the database is part of a larger collection or
project, it is often beneficial to include information about that parent entity as well.

For example, a citation might begin with the name of the agency that compiled the data, followed by
the specific title of the dataset. If the database is available online, the URL or DOI (Digital Object
Identifier) will be crucial for access. The Chicago style often favors clarity and comprehensiveness, so
including as much identifying information as possible without becoming overly cumbersome is
generally advised. This ensures that readers can precisely pinpoint the source being referenced.

Publisher/Distributor and Date of Release

The publisher or distributor of a geographic database is the entity responsible for its dissemination.



This could be the same as the creator, or it could be a separate organization that hosts or makes the
data available. The date of release or publication is also critical, as geographic data is often updated
or revised, and different versions may contain significant variations. Citing the specific version and its
release date ensures that the researcher is referencing a particular, unchanging snapshot of the data.

In cases where the data is accessed through an online portal, the date of access is also important,
especially for dynamic datasets that are subject to frequent updates. The Chicago style's approach to
citing digital resources emphasizes the importance of providing a stable reference point, and for
geographic databases, this includes the version and release date. This allows readers to understand
precisely which iteration of the data was used in the study.

Citing Digital Geographic Databases

The majority of geographic databases encountered in contemporary research are digital, making their
citation a key concern. Chicago style for digital resources generally requires author, title, version (if
applicable), publisher/distributor, date, and access information (like a URL or DOI). When applied to
geographic databases, this framework needs to be augmented with data-specific details that are
essential for understanding the spatial information itself. The specific format may vary slightly
depending on whether the database is a downloadable file, accessed through a web service, or part of
an interactive online platform.

Ensuring that digital geographic databases are cited correctly allows for greater transparency and
reproducibility of research. Readers can then, in principle, access the same data and perform similar
analyses, verifying the findings. This is particularly important in scientific disciplines where data is a
fundamental component of evidence.

Online Databases and Web Services

When referencing geographic databases accessed via the internet, whether through direct download,
an API, or a web-based viewer, the citation should include the URL and the date of access. For
databases that are frequently updated, citing the specific version or date of download is crucial. Many
online geographic databases are managed by government agencies, research institutions, or
consortia, and these entities often provide specific citation guidelines for their data, which should be
consulted.

The Chicago style's emphasis on clarity means that providing a stable and verifiable link is important.
If a DOI is available for the dataset, it should be used as it provides a persistent identifier that is less
likely to break than a standard URL. The structure for citing online databases often resembles that of
other online resources, with the addition of any relevant metadata or versioning information specific
to the geographic content.



Geographic Datasets as Software or Datasets

In some instances, geographic databases might be distributed as software packages that include
data, or as standalone datasets that require specific GIS software to utilize. In such cases, the citation
needs to acknowledge both the data itself and any associated software if it's integral to accessing or
interpreting the data. The Chicago style guidelines for citing software can be adapted here, combining
elements of both data and software citation.

The distinction between a dataset and a software application can sometimes be blurred, particularly
with complex GIS platforms that come bundled with extensive datasets. The primary focus for citation
should remain on the specific geographic data being used, but if a particular software version is
necessary for accessing or processing that data, it should also be mentioned. This ensures a complete
picture of the resources employed.

Citing Physical Geographic Databases

While digital formats are prevalent, physical geographic databases, such as printed maps, atlases, or
collections of aerial photographs stored in physical archives, still exist and are important sources.
Chicago style referencing these physical materials adheres to its general guidelines for citing print
resources, with added emphasis on elements that define the geographic nature of the item.

Properly citing physical geographic materials allows researchers to direct others to the specific
physical location or repository where the data can be found. This is particularly relevant for historical
research or when dealing with unique, non-digitized collections. The details provided need to be
sufficient for a librarian or archivist, or another researcher, to locate the exact item.

Printed Maps and Atlases

When citing a printed map, the Chicago style generally requires the cartographer or publisher, the
title of the map, the scale, the place of publication, the publisher, and the year of publication. For
atlases, it would include the editor or compiler, the title of the atlas, the place of publication, the
publisher, and the year. Additional details such as the map projection, coordinate system, and the
specific edition or printing can enhance the citation's precision, especially if these attributes are
critical to the research.

For a map, the citation might look something like: "Smith, John. 'Topographical Map of the Yellowstone
Region.' Scale 1:100,000. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Geological Survey, 1985." For an atlas, it might be:
"Doe, Jane, ed. Historical Atlas of Illinois. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005." The key is to
provide enough information to identify the specific map or atlas without ambiguity.



Archival Geographic Records

Geographic information may also be found in archival collections, such as land surveys, historical
cadastral maps, or photographic archives. Citing these materials requires referencing the specific
collection, the item within the collection, the archive or repository, and its location. Chicago style for
archival materials is detailed and emphasizes providing a clear path to the source within the larger
organizational structure of the archive.

A typical citation for an archival geographic record might include the name of the collection, the box
and folder number (if applicable), the name of the archive, and its city and state. For example:
"Adams, Robert. ‘Surveyor's Notes for the Town of Springfield.’ Box 14, Folder 3. Illinois State
Archives, Springfield, IL." This level of detail is crucial for researchers navigating vast archival
holdings.

Special Considerations for Geographic Data

The unique characteristics of geographic data necessitate special considerations beyond standard
citation practices. These include issues of data ownership, licensing, projection systems, and
metadata. Addressing these aspects ensures that the citation not only attributes the source but also
provides essential context for understanding the data's limitations and potential uses, which is a
hallmark of rigorous academic work.

In many fields, the precise nature of geographic data means that a generalized citation is insufficient.
For instance, the spatial accuracy and thematic accuracy of a dataset, as described in its metadata,
are often as important as the data’s origin. Therefore, incorporating these elements into the citation,
or at least referencing the metadata, can be highly beneficial.

Metadata and Data Provenance

Metadata, or "data about data," is critically important for geographic databases. It typically includes
information about the data's source, collection methods, accuracy, projection, temporal coverage, and
any known limitations. Chicago style encourages referencing metadata, either by including key
metadata elements directly in the citation or by referencing the metadata document itself. This
promotes transparency and allows readers to assess the quality and suitability of the data for a
particular research question.

Data provenance, which refers to the history of the data’s origin, transformations, and ownership, is
closely related to metadata. Documenting provenance ensures that the reader understands the
complete lineage of the geographic information being used. For complex geospatial analyses, this can
be essential for interpreting results and ensuring reproducibility.



Licensing and Usage Rights

Geographic databases are often subject to specific licenses and terms of use. These can range from
open-source licenses that permit wide dissemination and use to restrictive licenses that limit
commercial application or require specific attribution beyond a standard citation. When citing
geographic databases, it is good practice to acknowledge any significant licensing conditions,
especially if they impact how the data can be used or interpreted in the research. The Chicago style,
while not mandating the inclusion of every license detail, encourages thoroughness in presenting
research methods and sources.

Understanding and adhering to these licenses is not only an ethical requirement but also a legal one.
Proper citation helps to track the use of copyrighted or licensed material and demonstrates the
researcher's diligence in respecting intellectual property rights. This is particularly relevant for
datasets obtained from commercial vendors or government bodies with specific usage agreements.

Best Practices for Chicago Style Geographic Database
Referencing

Adhering to best practices when citing geographic databases in Chicago style ensures clarity,
accuracy, and credibility. While the core principles of Chicago style provide a framework, the unique
nature of geospatial data requires a thoughtful application of these rules, often supplemented by best
practices within the GIS and data management communities. These practices aim to make the cited
data as accessible and understandable as possible to the reader.

By following these guidelines, researchers can enhance the reproducibility of their work and
contribute to a more robust and transparent academic discourse around the use of geographic
information. The goal is to provide a citation that is both compliant with Chicago style and maximally
informative to anyone interested in the spatial data underpinning the research.

Consistency and Specificity

The most critical best practice is to be consistent in how geographic databases are cited throughout a
document. Whether the data is a simple shapefile or a complex web service, the citation format
should remain uniform. Furthermore, specificity is key. Instead of generic references, provide the
exact name of the database, its version number, the date it was accessed or published, and the
source. This level of detail prevents ambiguity and aids in the retrieval of the exact data used.

When in doubt, err on the side of providing more information rather than less. This might include
referencing the coordinate system, projection, and resolution if these are relevant to the research
methodology. A well-cited geographic database is a testament to thorough research practice.



Consulting Data Source Documentation

Many reputable sources of geographic data, such as Esri, NASA, or national statistical agencies,
provide specific guidance on how to cite their datasets. It is highly recommended to consult these
documentation pages or metadata files for any recommended citation format. While these
recommendations may not always perfectly align with Chicago style, they often contain essential
information that should be incorporated into the Chicago-style citation to ensure completeness and
accuracy.

This proactive step not only helps in creating accurate citations but also demonstrates a deeper
understanding and respect for the data producers. It can also highlight specific details, like unique
identifiers or creator attributions, that are vital for a robust citation according to Chicago style
principles.

Use of DOIs and Persistent Identifiers

Wherever possible, use Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs) or other persistent identifiers (like Handle
System identifiers) when citing geographic databases. These are designed to provide stable links to
online resources, even if the underlying URL changes. Many academic repositories and data archives
assign DOIs to datasets, making them ideal for citation purposes. Chicago style increasingly favors
DOIs for citing electronic resources.

If a DOI is available for a geographic database, it should be included prominently in the citation. This
significantly increases the likelihood that a reader will be able to access the data, thereby enhancing
the reproducibility and credibility of the research. If no DOI is available, a stable URL is the next best
option, coupled with the date of access.

The meticulous process of referencing geographic databases in Chicago style is not merely an
academic formality; it is an integral part of conducting rigorous and transparent research. By
understanding the core components, specific considerations for digital and physical formats, and
adopting best practices, researchers can confidently cite their spatial data, ensuring proper
attribution and enabling others to verify and build upon their work. This dedication to detail
strengthens the foundation of any scholarly endeavor that relies on the power of geographic
information.

FAQ

Q: What are the essential components for citing a digital
geographic database in Chicago style?
A: The essential components for citing a digital geographic database in Chicago style typically include
the author/creator, the title of the database, the version or edition (if applicable), the publisher or
distributor, the date of release or publication, and the access information (such as a URL or DOI).
Additional important details might include the projection system and coordinate reference system if



they are relevant to your research.

Q: How do I cite a geographic database that is frequently
updated?
A: When citing a frequently updated geographic database, it is crucial to specify the version number
or the date of the specific version you used. Alongside this, you should also include the date you
accessed the data if it's an online resource, as the content may have changed between your access
and the publication of your work.

Q: What if the geographic database doesn't have a clear
author or publisher?
A: If a geographic database lacks a clear individual author or publisher, look for the organization or
institution responsible for its creation, maintenance, or dissemination. This could be a government
agency, a research laboratory, or a university department. Use the name of this entity as the author
or publisher. If no clear organizational entity can be identified, you may need to describe the source
more broadly based on its origin.

Q: Should I include information about the file format (e.g.,
shapefile, GeoTIFF) in my citation?
A: While not always strictly required by Chicago style, including the file format can be beneficial for
clarity and reproducibility, especially if the format is critical for accessing or processing the data. It’s
particularly helpful if the dataset is available in multiple formats.

Q: How do I cite a physical map in Chicago style?
A: For a physical map, your Chicago style citation should include the cartographer or publisher, the
title of the map, the scale, the place of publication, the publisher, and the year of publication. Details
like the specific edition or printing can be added if they are significant for your research.

Q: Is it necessary to cite the metadata of a geographic
database?
A: Yes, it is highly recommended to cite the metadata for geographic databases. Metadata provides
crucial context about the data's origin, collection methods, accuracy, and limitations. You can either
include key metadata elements within your citation or reference the metadata document itself, similar
to how you would cite a report.

Q: How do DOIs impact the citation of geographic databases?
A: DOIs (Digital Object Identifiers) are persistent identifiers that provide a stable link to online
resources. If a geographic database has a DOI, you should always include it in your citation as it



greatly enhances the chances that a reader can locate the exact data you used, promoting
reproducibility.

Q: What is the difference between citing a geographic
database and citing a GIS software?
A: Citing a geographic database refers to the specific collection of spatial data you are using (e.g., a
dataset of administrative boundaries). Citing GIS software refers to the application used to analyze or
display that data (e.g., ArcGIS or QGIS). Both may need to be cited if they are integral to your
research, but they are distinct components.

Q: How do I cite geographic data obtained from a web service
or API?
A: When citing geographic data accessed via a web service or API, include the name of the service,
the provider, the specific data endpoint or layer accessed (if applicable), the date of access, and the
URL of the service or documentation. If specific data was downloaded or extracted, treat it as a digital
dataset citation.

Q: What is the general philosophy behind Chicago style
referencing for complex digital resources like geographic
databases?
A: The general philosophy of Chicago style for complex digital resources like geographic databases is
to prioritize clarity, specificity, and verifiability. The goal is to provide enough detail so that a reader
can understand precisely what source was used, where it came from, and how to potentially access it
again, thereby supporting transparency and reproducibility in research.
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