citation styles for citing unpublished
works

The Importance of Citation Styles for Citing Unpublished Works

Citation styles for citing unpublished works are crucial for academic
integrity, ensuring proper attribution and allowing readers to locate the
sources they rely on. Whether you're dealing with manuscripts, personal
correspondence, dissertations, or archival materials, accurately referencing
these often-elusive documents presents unique challenges. This comprehensive
guide delves into the nuances of citing unpublished materials across various
popular citation styles, equipping you with the knowledge to navigate this
complex landscape. We will explore the core principles that guide the
citation of unpublished items, examine specific requirements for prominent
styles such as MLA, APA, and Chicago, and offer practical advice for
situations where standard guidelines may not fully apply. Understanding these
citation conventions is paramount for scholarly communication, preventing
plagiarism and contributing to the transparent dissemination of research.
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Understanding the Challenges of Citing
Unpublished Works

Citing unpublished works presents a distinct set of hurdles compared to
referencing published materials. Unlike books, journal articles, or websites,
unpublished documents often lack consistent metadata, such as publication
dates, volume numbers, or stable URLs. They may exist in physical archives,
personal collections, or as drafts shared privately. This inherent
variability means that citation guidelines must be flexible enough to
accommodate a wide range of formats and access points. The primary challenge
lies in providing enough descriptive information for a reader to reliably
identify and, if possible, access the original source, even if that access is
restricted or requires special permissions.

Furthermore, the very nature of unpublished work implies that it might be in
flux. A manuscript might be undergoing revision, a dissertation may not yet
be formally approved, or personal letters could be part of a private
collection not readily available to the public. This means that the



information you provide in your citation must accurately reflect the state of
the work at the time of your consultation. Failing to do so can lead to
confusion or misrepresentation. Therefore, precision and clarity become even
more critical when documenting these less standardized sources.

Key Elements in Citing Unpublished Materials

Regardless of the specific citation style employed, several core pieces of
information are generally essential for effectively citing unpublished works.
These elements work together to provide context and aid in the retrieval of
the source. The author or creator of the work is, of course, fundamental.
Following this, the title of the work, if it has one, is crucial. For items
like letters or notes, a descriptive title may need to be created by the
researcher.

The date of creation or composition is another vital component, providing a
temporal anchor for the work. The medium of the unpublished work should also
be clearly indicated; this could include "manuscript," "typescript,"
"letter," "email," "draft," or "dissertation." If the work is housed in a
specific archive or collection, its location must be noted. This often
involves the name of the institution, the name of the collection, and any
specific folder or box numbers that help pinpoint the item within the
archive. Finally, providing information about how you accessed the work, such
as personal communication or a private collection, is often necessary.

These key elements can be summarized as:

e Author/Creator

Title of the Work (or descriptive title)

Date of Creation/Composition

Medium/Type of Work

Location of the Work (e.g., Archive, Collection, Folder)

Access Information (if applicable)

MLA Citation Style for Unpublished Works

The Modern Language Association (MLA) style, commonly used in the humanities,
provides specific guidance for citing unpublished materials. The general
principle is to provide enough information for the reader to identify and
locate the source. For manuscripts or typescripts available in physical form,
the citation typically includes the author's name, the title of the work in
gquotation marks, the medium (e.g., "typescript," "manuscript"), the date of



composition, and the location where it was consulted, such as an archive or
library. If the work is part of a larger collection, this should also be
indicated.

For example, a personal letter might be cited as:

Smith, Jane. Letter to John Doe. 15 Feb. 2023. John Doe Papers, University
Archives, Box 12, Folder 3. University Library.

When citing an unpublished dissertation or thesis, MLA guidelines require the
author's name, the title of the dissertation in quotation marks, "unpublished
dissertation" or "unpublished master's thesis," the degree-granting
institution, and the year of completion. If the dissertation is available
through a database like ProQuest, that information should also be included.

An example for an unpublished dissertation would look like:

Jones, Robert. "The Impact of Early Education on Cognitive Development."
2022. Unpublished dissertation, State University.

APA Citation Style for Unpublished Works

The American Psychological Association (APA) style, prevalent in social
sciences, also offers a framework for referencing unpublished materials. APA
emphasizes providing reconstructability, meaning readers should be able to
find the source. For unpublished manuscripts (like articles submitted for
publication but not yet accepted), the citation typically includes the
author's name, the year of writing, the title of the manuscript in italics,
and a description of its status, such as "(unpublished manuscript)" or
"(manuscript submitted for publication)." The name of the institution where
the research was conducted or where the manuscript is housed is also often
included.

Consider this example for an unpublished manuscript:

Davis, Emily. 2023. Exploring the Efficacy of Novel Therapies. Unpublished
manuscript. Department of Psychology, City College.

For personal communications, such as emails or interviews that will not be
archived and thus cannot be retrieved by the reader, APA advises citing them
in the text only, not in the reference list. The citation in the text would
include the communicator's name, the nature of the communication, and the
date it occurred. However, if the communication is archived and retrievable,
it would be cited as a document with its specific location.

Chicago Manual of Style for Unpublished Works

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides two systems of citation: notes
and bibliography, and author-date. Both systems offer guidance for
unpublished works, with a focus on clear identification and location. In the
notes and bibliography system, a footnote or endnote is used for the first
reference, providing a detailed description of the source. Subsequent
references can be shortened.



For an unpublished manuscript, a footnote might include the author's name,
the title of the manuscript in quotation marks, the date of creation, and the
location of the manuscript. For instance:

1. Sarah Lee, "The Evolution of Urban Planning in the 20th Century,"
typescript, 15 June 2021, Sarah Lee Papers, Box 5, Folder 10, University
Archives.

If the manuscript is available in a specific archive or collection, this
information is crucial. For archival materials like letters, the note would
include the author of the letter, the recipient (if known and relevant), the
date of the letter, and the archive where it is preserved, including the
collection name and any specific identifiers.

The bibliography entry would then follow a similar format, providing a
concise but complete reference for the unpublished work, allowing readers to
find it should they need to consult it themselves.

Citing Specific Types of Unpublished Works

Beyond general manuscripts, specific types of unpublished works require
tailored approaches to citation. Unpublished dissertations and theses are
common in academic settings. As mentioned, MLA and APA have specific formats
for these, usually including the author, title, dissertation/thesis
designation, institution, and year. Chicago’s notes system would detail these
elements in the footnote and then summarize them in the bibliography.

Personal correspondence, such as letters or emails, presents unique
challenges due to privacy and accessibility. Generally, if the correspondence
is not archived or publicly available, it is cited parenthetically in the
text and not included in the reference list or bibliography, as per APA. If
it is part of a documented collection in an archive, it can be cited more
formally, detailing the author, recipient, date, and archival location.

Other unpublished materials might include:

e Lecture notes

e Meeting minutes

e Oral history interviews (if not transcribed and published)
e Personal diaries

e Drafts of creative works

For each of these, the citation should aim to identify the creator, the date,
the nature of the work, and its current location or access method. When in
doubt, consult the specific style guide you are using or your instructor's or
publisher's guidelines, as these often provide the most precise directives.



Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is the most important factor when citing an
unpublished work?

A: The most important factor when citing an unpublished work is providing
sufficient detail for the reader to be able to locate and identify the
source. This includes information about the author, title (or descriptive
title), date, medium, and location.

Q: How do I cite an email I received from a
professor?

A: Most citation styles, like APA, consider personal communications such as
emails to be generally unrecoverable by the reader. Therefore, they are
typically cited only in the text of your paper (e.g., "(E. Smith, personal
communication, October 26, 2023)") and not included in the reference list or
bibliography. However, if the email is archived and accessible, follow the
guidelines for citing other archival documents.

Q: What if an unpublished manuscript has no clear
author?

A: If an unpublished manuscript lacks a clear author, you should attribute it
to the organization or institution responsible for it, if known. If no
responsible entity can be identified, you may start the citation with the
title of the work. Always be as specific as possible.

Q: How do I cite a personal diary?

A: When citing a personal diary, you will typically include the diarist's
name, the date of the entry, the title of the diary (if it has one, otherwise
a description), and the location of the diary (e.g., a personal collection,
an archive). The exact format will depend on the citation style you are
using.

Q: Is it necessary to cite unpublished works if they
are not widely available?

A: Yes, it is always necessary to cite unpublished works that you consult,
regardless of their availability. Proper attribution is a core principle of
academic integrity and prevents plagiarism. Providing accurate citation
information, even for difficult-to-access sources, allows readers to verify
your research and understand your methodology.



Q: What does "medium" mean in the context of citing
unpublished works?

A: The "medium" refers to the physical or digital format of the unpublished
work. Common examples include "manuscript," "typescript," "letter," "email,"
"draft," "audio recording," or "photograph." This helps the reader understand
the nature of the source.

Q: Can I cite a work in progress?

A: Yes, you can cite a work in progress, such as a manuscript submitted for
publication or a dissertation currently being written. You would typically
indicate its status, for example, "(manuscript submitted for publication)" or
"unpublished dissertation." Ensure you provide the most accurate information
available regarding its current state.
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