
citing chicago style for beginners
Mastering Chicago Style Citation: A Beginner's Guide

citing chicago style for beginners can seem daunting, but with a clear understanding of its
principles and a systematic approach, mastering this citation method is entirely achievable. This
comprehensive guide is designed to demystify the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), offering step-by-
step instructions and practical examples for both its note-bibliography and author-date systems. We
will delve into the essential components of citations, explore common source types, and provide
actionable tips to ensure accuracy and academic integrity in your research papers, essays, and other
scholarly works. Understanding Chicago style is crucial for academics, researchers, and students
aiming to properly attribute sources and avoid plagiarism.
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Understanding the Two Systems of Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected citation style guide that offers two
distinct systems for citing sources: the note-bibliography system and the author-date system. The



choice between these two often depends on the academic discipline or the specific publication
requirements. Both systems aim to provide clear and consistent attribution of borrowed ideas, data,
and text, but they differ in their presentation and placement of citation information.

The note-bibliography system is prevalent in the humanities, including literature, history, and the
arts. It relies on numbered footnotes or endnotes within the text to refer readers to a complete
bibliography at the end of the work. The author-date system, conversely, is more common in the
social sciences and natural sciences, utilizing in-text parenthetical citations that correspond to a
reference list at the end. Understanding these fundamental differences is the first step to confidently
citing in Chicago style.

The Note-Bibliography System Explained

The note-bibliography system, often considered the more traditional of the two Chicago styles,
emphasizes the use of footnotes or endnotes to link directly to source material within the text. This
method allows for more detailed annotations and explanations without disrupting the flow of the
main narrative. Each time a source is referenced, a superscript number is placed after the relevant
text. This number corresponds to an entry in either a footnote section at the bottom of the page or
an endnote section at the end of the document.

While footnotes offer immediate visibility of the source, endnotes can be more practical for longer
works, preventing the page from becoming overly cluttered with notes. The initial citation in a
footnote or endnote is typically quite detailed, providing all necessary publication information.
Subsequent citations for the same source can be shortened, often using a condensed format that
includes the author's last name, a shortened title, and the page number.

Crafting Footnotes and Endnotes

Creating accurate footnotes and endnotes is central to the note-bibliography system. The first time a
source is cited, the note must contain a complete bibliographic record. Subsequent citations for the
same source should be abridged. Key information typically included in an initial note for a book
involves the author’s name, the title of the book (italicized), the place of publication, the publisher,
the year of publication, and the specific page number(s) being referenced.

For articles, the note would include the author’s name, the article title (in quotation marks), the
journal title (italicized), the volume and issue numbers, the date of publication, and the page
number(s). Consistency is paramount. Whether you choose footnotes or endnotes, maintain
uniformity in formatting throughout your document. Pay close attention to punctuation, the use of
italics for titles, and the inclusion of all necessary components.

Essential Elements of a Bibliography Entry

The bibliography, a comprehensive list of all sources cited in your work, appears at the end of the



document when using the note-bibliography system. Each entry in the bibliography should provide
full bibliographic details, allowing readers to easily locate the original sources. Unlike
footnotes/endnotes, bibliography entries are typically arranged in alphabetical order by the author's
last name.

The structure of a bibliography entry mirrors that of the initial footnote or endnote but often uses
slightly different punctuation and formatting. For instance, author names are usually listed last
name first, followed by a comma, then the first name. Titles of books and journals remain italicized,
while article titles are enclosed in quotation marks. The goal is to provide a complete and organized
record of your research materials.

Common Source Types in Note-Bibliography Style

When citing in Chicago's note-bibliography style, you will encounter various source types, each with
its specific formatting conventions. Understanding these differences is crucial for accuracy.
Common sources include books, journal articles, websites, and even interviews.

Books: Author's Full Name, Title of Book (Place of Publication: Publisher, Year), Page
Number(s).

Journal Articles: Author's Full Name, "Title of Article," Title of Journal Volume, no. Issue
(Date): Page Number(s).

Websites: Author's Full Name (if available), "Title of Page or Article," Name of Website, last
modified Date (or accessed Date), URL.

Chapters in Edited Books: Author's Full Name, "Title of Chapter," in Title of Book, ed.
Editor's Full Name (Place of Publication: Publisher, Year), Page Number(s).

Remember that for subsequent citations, a shortened version can be used, typically consisting of the
author’s last name, a shortened title (if necessary to distinguish from other works by the same
author), and the page number.

The Author-Date System Explained

The author-date system, a core component of Chicago style, is favored in disciplines where the
immediacy of the source's publication date is often critical for interpreting findings, such as in
scientific research and social sciences. This system replaces the detailed footnotes and endnotes
with concise in-text citations that appear directly within the narrative, usually enclosed in
parentheses. These parenthetical citations briefly identify the author and the year of publication,
directing the reader to a more comprehensive reference list at the end of the document.



The advantage of this system lies in its efficiency and directness. It allows readers to quickly
pinpoint the origin of information without leaving the flow of the text, and the accompanying
reference list provides full publication details for all sources consulted. This streamlined approach is
particularly useful for extensive research projects where frequent source attribution is necessary.

Creating Parenthetical Citations

Parenthetical citations in the author-date system are designed to be brief and informative. They
typically include the author's last name and the year of publication, separated by a comma. For
example, (Smith 2020). If you are referencing a specific part of a work, such as a page or range of
pages, this information is also included after the year, separated by a colon. For instance, (Smith
2020, 15-17).

When an author’s name is mentioned within the sentence, the parenthetical citation only needs to
include the year. For example, “Smith (2020) argues that…” or “According to Smith (2020), the
results were…” If multiple works by the same author are cited from the same year, they are
distinguished by adding lowercase letters after the year (e.g., Smith 2020a, 2020b). For sources with
no author, the title (or a shortened version) is used in place of the author’s name.

Building the Reference List

The reference list, which accompanies the author-date system, is an alphabetized compilation of all
sources cited within the text. Unlike the bibliography in the note-bibliography system, the reference
list generally omits page numbers for books and journal articles unless a specific chapter or section
is being cited. The primary purpose is to provide enough information for a reader to locate the
source.

Each entry in the reference list includes the author’s name (last name first), the year of publication,
the title of the work, and publication details. The formatting for individual source types in the
author-date system’s reference list is similar to that of the bibliography in the note-bibliography
system, with the key distinction being the prominent placement of the publication year immediately
after the author's name. Strict adherence to CMOS guidelines ensures clarity and completeness.

Common Source Types in Author-Date Style

Just as in the note-bibliography system, the author-date system has specific formats for various
source types. Accuracy in these details is critical for the reference list to be functional and conform
to Chicago style standards. The fundamental principle remains to provide clear attribution.

Books: Author's Last Name, First Name. Year. Title of Book. Place of Publication: Publisher.

Journal Articles: Author's Last Name, First Name. Year. "Title of Article." Title of Journal



Volume (Issue): Page Number(s).

Websites: Author's Last Name, First Name (if available). Year. "Title of Page or Article."
Name of Website. Last modified Date (or accessed Date). URL.

Chapters in Edited Books: Author's Last Name, First Name. Year. "Title of Chapter." In Title
of Book, edited by Editor's First Name Last Name, Page Number(s). Place of Publication:
Publisher.

It is essential to consult the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style for precise punctuation,
capitalization, and formatting rules for each source type to ensure your reference list is impeccable.

Key Differences and When to Use Each System

The primary distinction between Chicago's note-bibliography and author-date systems lies in how
and where citation information is presented. The note-bibliography system uses footnotes or
endnotes for detailed citations and a bibliography for a comprehensive list. This is generally
preferred in fields where in-depth commentary and textual analysis are paramount, such as
literature, history, and the arts.

Conversely, the author-date system uses brief in-text parenthetical citations that correspond to a
reference list. This method is common in disciplines where the currency of research and data is
frequently a critical factor, like political science, sociology, and many scientific fields. The choice of
system often hinges on disciplinary conventions or specific publisher requirements, ensuring that
the method best serves the needs of the scholarly community.

Tips for Accurate Chicago Style Citation

Achieving accuracy in Chicago style citation requires attention to detail and a methodical approach.
One of the most effective strategies is to maintain a running record of all sources consulted as you
begin your research. This practice helps prevent last-minute scrambling and reduces the likelihood
of missing crucial information.

Keep a consistent record of author, title, publication details, and page numbers for every
source.

When citing, always refer to the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style or a reliable
guide derived from it.

Double-check all punctuation, capitalization, and the use of italics or quotation marks.

When in doubt, err on the side of providing more information rather than less.



Use citation management software if it helps you stay organized, but always verify the output
against official CMOS guidelines.

Pay special attention to the nuances of citing electronic resources, as these can be particularly
complex.

Regularly reviewing your citations against your source materials and cross-referencing with your
chosen Chicago style guide will significantly improve the precision of your work.

Resources for Further Chicago Style Citation Guidance

While this guide provides a solid foundation for citing in Chicago style, the official manual itself is
the definitive authority. The Chicago Manual of Style Online offers searchable content, FAQs, and
direct access to the latest guidelines.

Beyond the official manual, numerous university writing centers and academic resource websites
provide supplementary guides, cheat sheets, and examples that can further clarify specific citation
scenarios. These resources are invaluable for reinforcing your understanding and troubleshooting
any particular challenges you may encounter when citing Chicago style.

Q: What is the main difference between the note-bibliography
system and the author-date system in Chicago style?
A: The primary difference lies in how citations are presented. The note-bibliography system uses
numbered footnotes or endnotes within the text, linked to a bibliography at the end. The author-date
system uses brief parenthetical citations (Author Year) in the text, linked to a reference list at the
end.

Q: When should I use the note-bibliography system for
Chicago style?
A: The note-bibliography system is traditionally used in the humanities, such as literature, history,
and art history. It is favored when detailed commentary, extensive quotation, or annotation is
common.

Q: When should I use the author-date system for Chicago
style?
A: The author-date system is more common in the social sciences and natural sciences, including
fields like sociology, political science, and psychology. It is preferred when the immediacy of the
publication date is important for interpreting the research.



Q: How do I cite a book in Chicago style using the note-
bibliography system?
A: For a book in a footnote or endnote, you would typically include: Author's Full Name, Title of Book
(Place of Publication: Publisher, Year), Page Number(s). In the bibliography, it would be Author's
Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. Place of Publication: Publisher.

Q: How do I cite a journal article in Chicago style using the
author-date system?
A: For a journal article in an author-date parenthetical citation, you use (Author's Last Name Year,
Page Number). In the reference list, it would be Author's Last Name, First Name. Year. "Title of
Article." Title of Journal Volume (Issue): Page Number(s).

Q: What if I need to cite a source multiple times in Chicago
style?
A: In the note-bibliography system, subsequent citations of the same source can be shortened using
the author's last name, a shortened title (if necessary), and the page number. In the author-date
system, the parenthetical citation remains the same, but you might omit the page number unless a
specific part is being referenced.

Q: How do I format a website citation in Chicago style?
A: For websites, you generally include the author (if known), the title of the specific page or article,
the name of the website, and the URL. For both systems, you also include a date of modification or
access. The exact punctuation and order depend on whether you are using the note-bibliography or
author-date system.

Q: Is there a difference in citing original sources versus
secondary sources in Chicago style?
A: Yes, Chicago style has specific guidelines for citing original sources (primary) and sources that
discuss or interpret other works (secondary). The exact format will vary based on the type of source
and the system being used, but the principle is to provide accurate bibliographic information for the
source you are directly consulting.
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