
citation styles for citing databases

Citation styles for citing databases are fundamental to academic integrity
and scholarly communication, ensuring that original sources are properly
credited and that readers can locate the information used. Navigating the
diverse landscape of academic disciplines often means encountering different
citation styles, each with its own unique requirements for presenting source
information. This comprehensive guide will delve into the intricacies of
various popular citation styles, specifically focusing on how to cite
information gleaned from databases, which are a cornerstone of modern
research. We will explore common elements of database citations, provide
examples for leading styles such as APA, MLA, and Chicago, and offer
practical advice for accurately and consistently referencing these valuable
digital resources. Understanding these conventions is crucial for students,
researchers, and anyone contributing to the body of scholarly work.
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What Are Databases and Why Citation Matters

Databases are vast, organized collections of information, often digital, that
researchers rely on for a wide array of scholarly and professional resources.
These can include academic journals, books, newspapers, dissertations,
statistical data, and more. Their accessibility and depth make them
indispensable tools for acquiring credible information to support arguments,
hypotheses, and factual claims. The act of citation, therefore, is not merely
a formality but a critical component of responsible research. It acknowledges
the intellectual property of the original authors, allows readers to verify
the information, and situates your work within a broader scholarly
conversation. Failure to cite properly can lead to accusations of plagiarism,
which carries severe academic and professional consequences.

The digital nature of databases introduces specific considerations when
citing. Unlike print sources where physical location is straightforward,
online databases can change, articles may be updated, and access often
requires subscriptions. Therefore, citation styles have evolved to address
these nuances, typically requiring information that helps a reader locate the
specific version of the source accessed. This includes elements like DOIs



(Digital Object Identifiers), stable URLs, database names, and access dates
where applicable. Ensuring accuracy in these details is paramount for
transparent and reproducible research.

Key Components of a Database Citation

Regardless of the specific citation style, most database citations share
several core components that are essential for identifying and retrieving the
original source. Understanding these elements will help you construct
accurate citations across different styles. While the order and specific
formatting will vary, the underlying information remains crucial.

Author(s) or Editor(s)

Title of the specific work (e.g., article title, chapter title)

Title of the larger work or container (e.g., journal title, book title,
database name)

Publication information (e.g., publisher, publication date, volume,
issue number)

Page numbers (if applicable)

Locator information (e.g., DOI, stable URL, permalink)

Date of access (sometimes required, especially for sources that might
change)

The inclusion and order of these elements depend heavily on the citation
style guide being followed. For instance, some styles prioritize the DOI as
the primary locator, while others might prefer a specific URL or even require
an access date. The goal is always to provide enough information for another
researcher to find the exact source you used.

Citation Styles for Citing Databases: A
Detailed Look

Different academic fields and institutions often mandate specific citation
styles. The most commonly encountered styles in academic writing are APA
(American Psychological Association), MLA (Modern Language Association), and
Chicago. Each has a distinct approach to formatting citations for online
resources, including those found in databases.

APA Style for Databases

The APA style, widely used in social sciences, education, and nursing,



emphasizes the author-date system for in-text citations and requires a
comprehensive reference list at the end of the work. When citing databases,
APA aims to provide information that helps readers retrieve the source, often
prioritizing DOIs or stable URLs.

Citing Journal Articles from Databases (APA)

For journal articles accessed through a database, APA style generally follows
a standard format, but the inclusion of retrieval information depends on
whether a DOI is available. A DOI is preferred because it is a permanent link
to the article.

Format when DOI is available:

Author, A. A., Author, B. B., & Author, C. C. (Year). Title of article.
Title of Periodical, volume(issue), pages. https://doi.org/xxxx

Format when no DOI is available and you accessed the article through a
database:

Author, A. A., Author, B. B., & Author, C. C. (Year). Title of article.
Title of Periodical, volume(issue), pages. Retrieved from [Database
Name] website: http://xxxx (if no stable URL is available, use the
general URL for the database).

It is important to note that APA 7th edition guidance often states that if a
DOI is available, you should not include a URL or database name. If no DOI is
available, and the source is retrievable from a general academic research
database (like PsycINFO, JSTOR, EBSCOhost), you can omit retrieval
information unless the article is difficult to find. However, if the article
is only available through a specific database and not easily found elsewhere,
you might include the database name and URL.

Citing E-books and Reports from Databases (APA)

When citing e-books or reports found within a database, the citation will
resemble a standard book or report citation, with the addition of retrieval
information.

Format for E-books from Databases:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of work. Publisher. Retrieved from [Database
Name] website: http://xxxx

Format for Reports from Databases:



Author, A. A. (Year). Title of report (Report No. xxx). Publisher.
Retrieved from [Database Name] website: http://xxxx

Again, if a DOI is available for an e-book or report, it should be used
instead of the URL and database name.

MLA Style for Databases

The MLA style is prevalent in the humanities, particularly in literature and
language studies. It emphasizes author and page numbers for in-text citations
and uses a Works Cited page. MLA's approach to database citations focuses on
providing enough information to locate the source, often including the
database name and a stable URL or permalink.

Citing Journal Articles from Databases (MLA)

When citing a journal article found in an academic database, MLA guidelines
require specific elements to ensure the source can be found.

General Format:

Author's Last Name, First Name. "Title of Article." Title of Journal,
vol. , no. , Date, pp. -.

Adding Database Information:

Author's Last Name, First Name. "Title of Article." Title of Journal,
vol. , no. , Date, pp. -.

Name of Database, permalink or URL.

The inclusion of a stable URL or permalink is highly recommended because
direct URLs from database interfaces can often be temporary and lead to
broken links. If no stable URL or permalink is available, you can provide the
URL of the database's homepage or the entry page.

Citing Books and Other Works from Databases (MLA)

For books, chapters, or other longer works found in databases, the MLA
citation will adapt elements from standard book citations.

Format for an E-book found in a database:



Author's Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. Publisher, Year.

Name of Database, permalink or URL.

If citing a specific chapter, the chapter title would be placed in quotation
marks, and the book title would be italicized, following the author's name.
The citation would then conclude with the database information.

Chicago Style for Databases

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two systems: the Notes and Bibliography
system (often used in history and the arts) and the Author-Date system
(common in social sciences). Both systems are flexible in how they handle
digital sources.

Notes and Bibliography System (Chicago)

In this system, full citations appear in footnotes or endnotes, and a
bibliography lists all consulted sources. When citing a database entry, the
note provides detailed information, and the bibliography entry is often more
concise.

Example of a footnote/endnote for a journal article from a database:

1. Author's First Name Last Name, "Article Title," Journal Title Volume,
no. Issue (Month/Season Year): Page Number(s), accessed Month Day, Year,
[Database Name], URL or DOI.

Example of a bibliography entry for the same article:

Author's Last Name, First Name. "Article Title." Journal Title Volume,
no. Issue (Month/Season Year): Page Number(s). Accessed Month Day, Year.
[Database Name]. URL or DOI.

For e-books or reports, the structure would adapt, including publisher
information and retrieval details similar to journal articles.

Author-Date System (Chicago)

This system uses parenthetical in-text citations and a reference list. The
format is similar to the Notes and Bibliography system but adapted for the
author-date structure.



Example of an in-text citation:

(Author's Last Name Year, Page Number)

Example of a reference list entry for a journal article from a database:

Author's Last Name, First Name. Year. "Article Title." Journal Title
Volume, no. Issue (Month/Season Year): Page Number(s). Accessed Month
Day, Year. [Database Name]. URL or DOI.

The key difference is the placement of the year immediately after the
author's name in the reference list. For sources without page numbers, they
are omitted. The Chicago style generally advises including access dates and
URLs or DOIs for online sources.

Other Relevant Citation Styles (Brief Overview)

While APA, MLA, and Chicago are the most prevalent, other citation styles
exist, such as CSE (Council of Science Editors) and AMA (American Medical
Association), each with its own nuances for citing electronic resources. CSE,
for example, offers multiple systems (citation-sequence, name-year, citation-
name) and often prioritizes scientific accuracy and clarity in referencing.
AMA, used in medical fields, has specific requirements for journal articles
and other medical literature, often detailing publisher locations and issue
numbers.

Regardless of the specific style, the underlying principle remains the same:
provide enough information for your reader to accurately locate and access
the source material. Many universities and academic journals provide style
guides or specific instructions for citing digital resources, which should
always be consulted.

Best Practices for Citing Databases

To ensure accuracy and avoid common pitfalls when citing databases, adopting
a set of best practices is highly beneficial. These practices will streamline
your citation process and enhance the credibility of your research.

Always consult the style guide: The most reliable source of information
is the official style guide (e.g., APA Publication Manual, MLA Handbook,
Chicago Manual of Style) or specific guidelines provided by your
instructor or publisher. These are regularly updated to reflect changes
in digital publishing and citation practices.



Prioritize DOIs and stable URLs: Whenever possible, use a Digital Object
Identifier (DOI) or a stable URL (permalink) provided by the database.
These are designed to be permanent and less likely to break over time
than standard URLs.

Identify the "container": Databases are often considered "containers"
for the individual works they hold. Clearly identify the name of the
database and its publisher or host, if applicable.

Record all essential information immediately: When you find a source,
take a moment to record all necessary citation elements. This includes
author, title of the article/chapter, title of the journal/book,
publication date, volume, issue, page numbers, and any available locator
information (DOI, URL).

Be aware of versioning: For online resources, especially databases, be
mindful of different versions or updates. If a specific version is
critical to your research, note it.

Use citation management tools wisely: Tools like Zotero, Mendeley, or
EndNote can automate much of the citation process. However, always
review their output for accuracy, as they can sometimes generate errors,
especially with less common source types or database formats.

Adhering to these practices will not only improve the quality of your
bibliography but also demonstrate your commitment to scholarly rigor.

Common Challenges and Solutions in Database
Citation

Citing sources from databases can present unique challenges due to the
dynamic nature of digital information. Understanding these challenges and
knowing how to address them is key to producing accurate citations.

Broken URLs: One of the most frequent problems is encountering a URL
that no longer works. Solution: Always use stable URLs or DOIs whenever
available. If a stable URL is not an option, try to find the database's
homepage or a general URL for the database platform. If the article is
still inaccessible, you may need to note that the source was found but
is no longer available through the provided link.



Lack of clear author or publication information: Some database entries,
particularly from older systems or less rigorously curated databases,
may lack clear author attribution or precise publication details.
Solution: Follow your style guide's instructions for missing
information. This might involve using the title as the first element or
indicating "n.d." for no date.

Identifying the correct "container": Determining whether the database
itself is the primary container or if it's a container for a journal or
book can be confusing. Solution: Think of it as a nested structure. The
article is within the journal, which is within the database. Your
citation should reflect this hierarchy. Most style guides will indicate
whether to include the database name as a "container" or simply as the
retrieval source.

Distinguishing between different versions: Online articles can be
updated, or different versions of e-books may exist within databases.
Solution: If the version is important to your argument or has
significant differences, try to find an indicator of the version or
publication date. Some databases provide this information.

Inconsistent formatting across databases: Different database providers
may present information in slightly different ways, leading to confusion
about what information to extract. Solution: Focus on identifying the
core elements of a citation (author, title, publication, locator) as
defined by your style guide. Use the database's interface to locate
these elements, even if the layout differs.

By anticipating these issues and having a strategy for each, you can
significantly improve the accuracy and reliability of your database
citations.

The ability to accurately cite information retrieved from databases is a
crucial skill for any researcher. Whether you are working with academic
journals, historical archives, or statistical repositories, understanding the
requirements of different citation styles ensures that your work is both
ethical and accessible to your readers. By consistently applying the
principles of proper citation, you contribute to the transparent and
cumulative nature of scholarly inquiry, making your research a valuable and
trustworthy addition to the academic landscape.

Q: What is a DOI and why is it important for citing
databases?

A: A DOI (Digital Object Identifier) is a persistent and unique alphanumeric



string assigned to a digital object, such as a journal article or a book
chapter. It acts as a permanent link that can resolve to the object's current
location on the internet, even if the URL changes. For citing databases, DOIs
are crucial because they provide a stable and reliable way for readers to
access the specific source you referenced, circumventing the issue of broken
or outdated URLs common with direct database links.

Q: How do I cite a database entry if there is no
author listed?

A: If a database entry lacks an author, most citation styles instruct you to
begin the citation with the title of the work. For example, in APA style, you
would place the article title first, followed by the publication date. In MLA
style, the article title would be in quotation marks, and in Chicago style
(Notes and Bibliography), the title would begin the note and bibliography
entry. Always consult the specific guidelines of your chosen citation style
for the exact formatting.

Q: Should I include an access date when citing a
database source?

A: Whether to include an access date depends on the citation style and the
nature of the source. APA style generally does not require access dates for
stable sources like journal articles with DOIs, but may recommend them for
sources that are likely to change or disappear (e.g., websites without clear
publication dates). MLA style typically requires an access date for online
sources, especially if a stable URL or DOI is not provided. Chicago style
often includes access dates for online materials. Always check your specific
style guide's recommendations.

Q: What is a stable URL or permalink for database
content?

A: A stable URL, often referred to as a permalink, is a permanent web address
that is designed to remain constant over time, unlike typical URLs that can
change if a website is reorganized or content is updated. Many academic
databases provide permalinks for articles or other resources, which are ideal
for citations. These are usually clearly labeled within the database
interface. Using a permalink ensures that your readers can reliably access
the source you cited.

Q: How does citing a database differ from citing a
website?

A: While both are digital sources, citing a database generally involves more
specific information about the original publication (e.g., journal title,
volume, issue, page numbers) and the database as the "container" or retrieval
system. Websites, on the other hand, may have a simpler structure with just a
URL and publication date. Databases are curated collections of published
works, whereas websites can range from personal blogs to corporate pages,
requiring a different approach to identifying author, publication, and



context.

Q: When should I include the name of the database in
my citation?

A: You should include the name of the database in your citation when it is
considered the primary source of retrieval and helps the reader locate the
material. This is particularly common in styles like MLA and Chicago when
citing articles or other works that might be difficult to find outside of
that specific database. APA style, especially in its 7th edition, suggests
omitting the database name if a DOI is available, as the DOI is the primary
locator. Always refer to your style guide for specific rules on including the
database name.

Q: What if I accessed the same article both in print
and through a database?

A: If you accessed an article in both print and through a database, you
should cite the version that you actually used for your research. If you
primarily relied on the print version, cite it as a print source. If you
consulted the database version and it offered specific digital features or
was the only accessible version, then cite it as a database source, following
the appropriate style guidelines for digital resources. It’s good practice to
be consistent within your work.
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