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Understanding Chicago Style Writing: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style writing, also known as The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), is a widely
respected and comprehensive citation and style guide used across various academic
disciplines, particularly in the humanities, history, and social sciences. This authoritative
manual provides detailed recommendations on grammar, punctuation, manuscript
preparation, and, most importantly, citation practices. Mastering Chicago style is essential
for academic integrity, ensuring that sources are properly credited and that a manuscript is
presented in a clear, consistent, and professional manner. This guide will delve into the
core principles of Chicago style, exploring its two primary citation systems, common
formatting requirements, and the nuances that distinguish it from other styles. We will
cover everything from in-text citations and footnotes/endnotes to bibliographies and
general stylistic conventions.

Table of Contents

Understanding Chicago Style Writing: A Comprehensive Guide

The Two Chicago Citation Systems

Author-Date System

Notes and Bibliography System

General Formatting and Manuscript Preparation

Title Page Requirements

Running Heads and Page Numbers

Punctuation and Grammar in Chicago Style

Capitalization Rules

Numbers and Percentages

Using Lists in Chicago Style

Common Citation Examples

Books

Journal Articles

Websites

Crafting Effective Citations



The Importance of Consistency

When to Use Chicago Style

The Two Chicago Citation Systems

One of the defining characteristics of Chicago style is its provision of two distinct citation
systems, offering flexibility depending on the field of study and publisher requirements.
Both systems aim to provide readers with sufficient information to locate the cited sources,
but they differ in their implementation of in-text citations and the presentation of source
details.

Author-Date System

The Author-Date system, while less common than the Notes and Bibliography system in
traditional humanities, is frequently employed in the sciences and social sciences. In this
system, citations within the text are brief, typically consisting of the author's last name and
the year of publication, enclosed in parentheses. For example, a citation might appear as
(Smith 2023). If a specific page or range of pages is being referenced, it follows the year,
separated by a comma: (Smith 2023, 45) or (Jones and Lee 2022, 101–103). This system
requires a comprehensive reference list at the end of the work, which includes all sources
cited in the text, alphabetized by author's last name.

The reference list in the Author-Date system is a crucial component. It provides full
bibliographic details for each source, allowing readers to identify and retrieve the original
material. The format for entries in the reference list is specific and must be followed
meticulously. This system is favored for its efficiency in quickly referencing sources within
the text, especially in fields where extensive citations are common and the focus is on the
recency and accessibility of information.

Notes and Bibliography System

The Notes and Bibliography system is the more traditional Chicago style and is widely used
in history, literature, and other humanities disciplines. This system employs superscript
numbers within the text to indicate a citation. These numbers correspond to numbered
notes, which can be either footnotes (appearing at the bottom of the page) or endnotes
(collected at the end of the chapter or document). Each note provides the full citation
information for the source. The first time a source is cited, the note will contain complete
bibliographic details. Subsequent citations of the same source will use a shortened form,
typically including the author's last name, a shortened title, and the page number.

Following the notes, a bibliography is included, listing all sources cited in the notes. The



bibliography is alphabetized by author's last name and generally provides more
comprehensive information than individual notes. The advantage of the Notes and
Bibliography system is its ability to accommodate extensive explanatory notes alongside
citations, allowing authors to provide additional context or digressions without disrupting
the main text. This system is particularly useful for scholarly works that engage deeply with
a wide range of source material.

General Formatting and Manuscript Preparation

Beyond citation practices, The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed guidelines for the
overall presentation of a manuscript, ensuring uniformity and professionalism. Adhering to
these standards is crucial for submitting work that meets publisher expectations and
presents a polished academic image.

Title Page Requirements

A title page is a standard component of a manuscript prepared in Chicago style. It should
clearly state the title of the work, the author's name, and the name of the institution or
publication for which the work is being submitted. The title should be centered and
prominently displayed, often in all capital letters or a combination of upper and lower case
depending on the specific requirements. The author's name and affiliation are typically
placed below the title, also centered. Specific formatting, such as line spacing and font size,
may vary based on individual publisher or academic department guidelines, but clarity and
readability are paramount.

Running Heads and Page Numbers

Chicago style generally requires page numbers to be included on every page of the
manuscript, with the exception of the title page. These page numbers are typically placed
in the upper right-hand corner of each page. A running head, which is a shortened version
of the manuscript title, may also be required by some publishers. The running head appears
on each page, usually in the upper left-hand corner, in all capital letters. The consistent
placement of page numbers and running heads helps readers navigate the document easily
and maintains a professional appearance. The title page itself is considered page i, but the
numbering usually begins on the first page of the main text.

Punctuation and Grammar in Chicago Style

Chicago style places significant emphasis on clear and consistent punctuation and
grammatical conventions. Following these guidelines helps ensure that the writing is
unambiguous and easy for the reader to understand.



Capitalization Rules

Chicago style generally follows standard English capitalization rules, but it offers specific
guidance for titles of works, headings, and proper nouns. For titles of books, articles, and
other creative works, Chicago style uses title case, meaning that major words are
capitalized, while minor words like articles, prepositions, and conjunctions are generally
lowercase unless they are the first or last word of the title. This contrasts with some other
styles that use sentence case for titles. For headings within a document, the same title case
convention often applies. Proper nouns, of course, are capitalized according to established
English grammar.

Numbers and Percentages

In Chicago style, numbers are typically written out as words when they are ten or below,
and as numerals when they are above ten. However, there are exceptions. For instance,
dates, measurements, statistical data, and figures in a series are generally expressed in
numerals regardless of their value. When referring to percentages, the numeral is usually
used followed by the word "percent" (e.g., 50 percent). If a sentence begins with a number,
it should always be written out as a word, even if it is above ten, to avoid awkwardness.
Consistency is key when dealing with numbers and percentages throughout a document.

Using Lists in Chicago Style

Effective use of lists can greatly enhance the readability and organization of a document.
Chicago style provides clear recommendations for formatting both numbered and bulleted
lists.

Numbered Lists: Use numbered lists (ol) for items that have a specific sequence or
order. Each item should begin with a numeral followed by a period. The first word of
each list item should be capitalized.

Bulleted Lists: Use bulleted lists (ul) for items that do not have a specific order. Each
item is typically introduced by a bullet point (•), an asterisk (), or a hyphen (-).
Consistency in the choice of bullet symbol is important. Similar to numbered lists, the
first word of each bulleted item is capitalized.

When incorporating lists into paragraphs, it is often best to introduce the list with a
complete sentence that ends in a colon. The items within the list should maintain parallel
grammatical structure for clarity and flow. For example, if the first item is a verb phrase, all
subsequent items should also be verb phrases.



Common Citation Examples

Accurate and consistent citation is the cornerstone of Chicago style. Here are some
common examples for the Notes and Bibliography system, which is widely adopted.

Books

For a book, a note citation would typically include the author's full name, the title of the
book in italics, the publication information (place of publication, publisher, and year of
publication), and the specific page number(s) being referenced. For example: Jane Smith,
The History of Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020), 55.

In the bibliography, the format is slightly altered. The author's last name comes first,
followed by their first name. The title is still in italics. The place of publication, publisher,
and year of publication follow. For instance: Smith, Jane. The History of Chicago. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2020.

Journal Articles

A note for a journal article would include the author's full name, the title of the article in
quotation marks, the title of the journal in italics, the volume and issue number, the year of
publication, and the page number(s). For example: John Doe, "Urban Development in the
Early 20th Century," Journal of Urban Studies 45, no. 2 (2019): 112–130.

The corresponding bibliography entry would be: Doe, John. "Urban Development in the
Early 20th Century." Journal of Urban Studies 45, no. 2 (2019): 112–130.

Websites

Citing online sources requires careful attention to detail. For a note, you would include the
author (if available), the title of the specific page or article in quotation marks, the title of
the overall website in italics, the publication or last updated date, and the URL, followed by
the date of access. For example: Mary Johnson, "The Architectural Marvels of Chicago,"
Chicago Heritage Online, updated January 15, 2023, accessed October 26, 2023,
http://www.chicagoheritage.com/architecture.

The bibliography entry for a website might look like this: Johnson, Mary. "The Architectural
Marvels of Chicago." Chicago Heritage Online. Updated January 15, 2023. Accessed October
26, 2023. http://www.chicagoheritage.com/architecture.



Crafting Effective Citations

The ultimate goal of any citation style is to provide clear, accurate, and complete
information about sources. Chicago style, with its meticulous rules, aims to achieve this
through consistency and attention to detail. Whether employing the Author-Date system or
the Notes and Bibliography system, the underlying principle remains the same: to give
credit where it is due and to enable readers to verify and explore the information
presented.

Understanding the subtle differences between note and bibliography entries, or reference
list entries in the Author-Date system, is crucial. Pay close attention to punctuation, the use
of italics, quotation marks, and the order of information. Consulting the latest edition of The
Chicago Manual of Style is always recommended, as guidelines can be updated. Practice
and familiarity will lead to greater confidence and accuracy in applying Chicago style
conventions to your own writing.

The breadth of information covered by The Chicago Manual of Style extends beyond just
citations. It offers comprehensive guidance on everything from manuscript formatting to
complex editorial practices. By dedicating time to understanding its principles, writers can
significantly elevate the quality and credibility of their work. This mastery ensures that the
focus remains on the content and argument, rather than on distracting errors or
inconsistencies.

When navigating Chicago style, remember that its strength lies in its adaptability and
thoroughness. It provides a robust framework for academic and professional writing,
supporting clarity, precision, and scholarly integrity. For anyone aiming to publish in fields
that widely adopt this style, a solid grasp of its intricacies is not merely beneficial but
essential.

The Importance of Consistency

Consistency is paramount in Chicago style writing. Whether you are using footnotes or
parenthetical citations, the formatting for each type of source must be uniform throughout
the entire document. Inconsistencies in citation format can lead to confusion for readers
and may reflect poorly on the writer's attention to detail. This extends to punctuation,
capitalization, and the treatment of numbers and abbreviations.

The Chicago Manual of Style itself emphasizes the value of consistency as a key element of
good editing. When readers encounter a style that is applied uniformly, they can focus their
attention on the content of the writing without being sidetracked by variations in
presentation. Therefore, it is advisable to establish a style sheet for your project,
documenting the specific choices you have made regarding formatting and citation to
ensure adherence.



When to Use Chicago Style

Chicago style is a versatile guide, but it is particularly prevalent in certain academic and
professional contexts. It is most commonly used in the humanities, including literature,
history, art history, and philosophy. Many academic journals and university presses in these
fields specify Chicago style for manuscript submissions.

Beyond the humanities, Chicago style is also embraced by some social science disciplines.
Publishers and researchers in fields such as sociology, anthropology, and political science
may also require adherence to CMOS. Additionally, it is a valuable guide for general
professional writing where clarity, accuracy, and a polished presentation are desired. When
in doubt about which style guide to use, it is always best to consult the specific
requirements of your publisher, professor, or institution.

---

Q: What is the primary difference between the Notes
and Bibliography system and the Author-Date system in
Chicago style?
A: The primary difference lies in how in-text citations are presented. The Notes and
Bibliography system uses superscript numbers in the text that correspond to footnotes or
endnotes containing the citation details. The Author-Date system uses parenthetical
citations in the text, typically including the author's last name and the year of publication,
which then link to a reference list at the end of the document.

Q: Can I mix elements of the Notes and Bibliography
system and the Author-Date system?
A: No, you should not mix elements of the two systems. Chicago style mandates choosing
one system and applying it consistently throughout the entire document. Using both would
create significant inconsistencies and violate the integrity of the chosen style.

Q: How do I cite a website in Chicago style?
A: Citing websites involves providing as much bibliographic information as is available,
including the author, title of the specific page, title of the overall website, publication or last
updated date, the URL, and the date you accessed the page. The exact format will vary
slightly depending on whether you are using the Notes and Bibliography system or the
Author-Date system.

Q: What are the general capitalization rules for titles in



Chicago style?
A: Chicago style generally uses title case for titles of books, articles, and other creative
works. This means that major words are capitalized, while articles (a, an, the), prepositions,
and conjunctions are typically lowercased unless they are the first or last word of the title.

Q: When should I use numbers written out as words
versus numerals in Chicago style?
A: Generally, numbers ten and below are written out as words, while numbers above ten
are written as numerals. However, this rule has several exceptions, including when
referring to dates, measurements, statistical data, or when a number begins a sentence (in
which case it should always be written out).

Q: What is the purpose of a bibliography or reference
list in Chicago style?
A: Both the bibliography (in the Notes and Bibliography system) and the reference list (in
the Author-Date system) serve to provide readers with complete bibliographic details of all
the sources cited in the work. This allows readers to locate and consult the original sources
for further research or verification.

Q: Is there a specific font or font size recommended for
Chicago style writing?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style itself does not mandate a specific font or font size, but it
emphasizes clarity and readability. Standard fonts like Times New Roman or Arial in a 12-
point size are generally accepted. However, specific academic departments or publishers
may have their own requirements.

Q: How do I handle multiple authors in a Chicago style
citation?
A: For two authors, you typically list both names in the citation (e.g., Smith and Jones). For
three or more authors, the first author's name is listed followed by "et al." in the Notes and
Bibliography system, and often just the first author and "et al." followed by the year in the
Author-Date system. The bibliography/reference list will have specific rules for listing
multiple authors, often listing all of them for the first entry in a bibliography.

Q: What is the correct way to format a direct quotation
in Chicago style?
A: Short quotations (typically under five lines) are integrated into the text and enclosed in
quotation marks. Longer quotations (block quotations) are set off from the main text,
indented, and do not use quotation marks. Both types of quotations require a citation



indicating the source and page number.
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