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INTRODUCTION: NAVIGATING THE WORLD OF
SCHOLARLY AND PROFESSIONAL WRITING

Whether  you  are  a  graduate  student  finalizing  a  dissertation,  a
novelist preparing a manuscript for submission, a historian citing
primary  sources,  or  a  publisher  editing  a  non-fiction  book,  you
have  likely  encountered  the  demand  for  a  consistent,
authoritative style guide. Among the many options available, one
name stands out as the gold standard for much of the academic
and  professional  publishing  world:  The  Chicago  Manual  of
Style (CMOS).  Known for its thoroughness, flexibility,  and deep
roots in traditional publishing, the Chicago Manual of Style has
been the trusted companion of editors, writers, and researchers
for over a century. However, its vast scope—spanning over 1,000
pages  in  its  most  recent  edition—can  feel  overwhelming  at  first
glance.  That is  precisely why this  Chicago Manual of Style
quick guide exists: to distill the essential principles, formatting
rules, and citation guidelines into a clear, actionable resource. By
the  end  of  this  article,  you  will  have  a  solid  foundation  for
applying CMOS to your own work,  whether you are writing a
research paper, a book chapter, or a business report.

UNDERSTANDING THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE: A
BRIEF OVERVIEW

First published in 1906 by the University of Chicago Press, the
Chicago Manual of Style has evolved through 18 editions (as of
2025) to meet the changing needs of writers and publishers. It is
widely used in the humanities, social sciences, and many non-
fiction publishing fields.  Unlike some style  guides that  enforce a
single  citation  method,  CMOS  offers  two  distinct  documentation
systems,  giving  authors  flexibility  based  on  their  audience  and
subject  matter.

The Two Documentation
Systems

Notes and Bibliography (NB) System: Commonly used
in literature, history, art, and other humanities disciplines.
It relies on footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations,
paired with a bibliography at the end of the document. This
system allows for extensive commentary within notes,
making it ideal for works that engage with sources
critically.
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Author-Date System: Preferred in the social sciences,
physical sciences, and some humanities. It uses
parenthetical in-text citations (author last name and year of
publication) and a corresponding reference list. This system
is more concise and is similar to APA or Harvard styles, but
with Chicago-specific formatting rules.

Choosing which system to follow is the first step in applying any
Chicago  Manual  of  Style  quick  guide  effectively.  Always
check  with  your  instructor,  publisher,  or  organization  to  confirm
expectations.  If  no  preference  is  given,  consider  your  field  and
the nature of your sources: humanities papers often benefit from
the  NB  system,  while  quantitative  research  may  better  suit
Author-Date.

KEY FORMATTING RULES FOR YOUR DOCUMENT

Beyond citations, the Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed
instructions  on  the  overall  appearance  and  structure  of  a
manuscript.  While  some  specifications  (such  as  margins  and
fonts) are standard across academic writing, others are unique to
CMOS. Below are the most common formatting guidelines you will
need for a typical paper or book chapter.

Page Layout and Margins
Use one-inch margins on all sides of the page. For dissertations or
theses, your institution may require larger margins for binding,
but the standard Chicago recommendation is one inch. Double-
space the entire document, including the bibliography and notes,

with no extra space between paragraphs.  Indent the first  line of
each  paragraph  by  half  an  inch  (using  the  tab  key).  Block
quotations  (longer  than  around 100 words)  should  be  single-
spaced and indented from the left margin, usually by half an inch,
without quotation marks.

Font and Typeface
Chicago recommends a readable font such as Times New Roman
or Arial, typically in 12-point size for the body text. Footnotes or
endnotes  may be in  10-point  size.  Avoid  decorative fonts  for
academic work. Italics should be used for titles of books, journals,
films,  and  other  standalone  works,  as  well  as  for  foreign  words
and emphasis (sparingly). Quotation marks are used for titles of
shorter works, such as articles, poems, and chapter titles.

Page Numbers
Place page numbers in the upper right corner or at the bottom
center of each page. The title page (if used) is not numbered but
is counted as page one. Start numbering with the first page of the
main text (page 2 in the document).

Title Page, Headings, and
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Subheadings
A Chicago-style title page typically includes the title (centered, in
capital and lowercase letters), the author’s name, the course or
publication  information,  and  the  date.  Do  not  use  bold  or
enlarged  font  for  the  title  unless  specified.  Headings  and
subheadings  can  be  formatted  in  several  acceptable  ways;
consistency  is  key.  A  common  approach  is  to  use  centered,
boldface  headline-style  capitalization  for  main  headings  (e.g.,
Chapter  1:  Introduction),  with  left-aligned,  boldface  or
italicized subheadings for subsequent levels. The Chicago Manual
of Style does not prescribe a rigid hierarchy like APA, so choose a
clear system and apply it uniformly.

CITATION QUICK GUIDE: NOTES AND BIBLIOGRAPHY
SYSTEM

Because the Notes and Bibliography system is the hallmark of
Chicago style in the humanities, this quick guide will focus on its
core  components.  However,  the  same principles  apply  to  the
Author-Date system, with adjustments for parenthetical citations.

Footnotes and Endnotes
In  the  NB system,  each  source  you  cite  or  quote  should  be
signaled by a superscript number in the text. The corresponding
note (footnote at the bottom of the page or endnote at the end of
the document) provides the full bibliographic information the first
time the source is cited. Subsequent citations can be shortened

using  ibid.  (for  consecutive  same-source  references)  or  a
shortened  form  (author’s  last  name,  shortened  title,  page
number).  Chicago now generally prefers shortened notes over
ibid. for clarity.

FORMAT OF A FIRST FOOTNOTE

Book (one author): 1. Author First Name Last Name, Title
of Book (Place of publication: Publisher, Year), page
number.
Journal Article: 2. Author First Name Last Name, “Title of
Article,” Title of Journal Volume, Issue (Year): page number,
DOI or URL if accessed online.
Website: 3. Author First Name Last Name, “Title of Web
Page,” Name of Website, last modified Month Day, Year,
URL.

BIBLIOGRAPHY ENTRY (LIST AT END, ALPHABETICAL BY
AUTHOR LAST NAME)

Book: Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. Place of
publication: Publisher, Year.
Journal Article: Last Name, First Name. “Title of Article.”
Title of Journal Volume, Issue (Year): page range. DOI/URL.
Website: Last Name, First Name. “Title of Web Page.”
Name of Website. Last modified Month Day, Year. URL.

Notice  the  differences:  In  footnotes,  the  author’s  name  is  in
normal  order,  and  publication  information  is  enclosed  in
parentheses.  In  the  bibliography,  the  author’s  first  and  last
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names are  inverted,  periods  replace  commas,  and the  entire
entry is formatted with hanging indentation. This distinction is a
hallmark of Chicago Notes-Bibliography style.

Common Troubleshooting
Tips

Multiple authors: For up to three authors, list all names.
For four or more, use the first author’s name followed by
“et al.” in notes, but list all authors in the bibliography (or
up to ten, then “et al.,” as per recent editions).
No author: Begin the note or bibliographic entry with the
title of the work. Alphabetize by the first significant word of
the title in the bibliography.
Online sources: Always include a DOI (Digital Object
Identifier) if available; otherwise, use a stable URL. Include
an access date if the content is likely to change.

CITATION QUICK GUIDE: AUTHOR-DATE SYSTEM

While  this  quick  guide  primarily  highlights  the  Notes  and
Bibliography system, it  is  worth summarizing the Author-Date
system  for  completeness.  In  Author-Date  Chicago  style,  you
insert a parenthetical citation into the text, for example: (Smith
2020, 45). The full reference then appears in a References list at
the end,  ordered alphabetically  by author.  The format  of  the
reference list entry is similar to the bibliography entry in the NB
system, but the publication date follows the author’s name more

prominently. For instance:

Book: Smith, John. 2020. Title of Book. Place: Publisher.
Journal Article: Smith, John. 2020. “Title of Article.”
Journal Name 15 (2): 100–120.

No footnotes are used (except for substantive comments). If you
are publishing a science or social science research paper, the
Author-Date system is usually the best choice.

COMMON STYLE GUIDELINES BEYOND CITATIONS

A Chicago Manual of Style quick guide would be incomplete
without addressing other frequently encountered style rules. The
manual covers everything from punctuation to capitalization to
numbers—details that can trip up even experienced writers.

Capitalization
Chicago  uses  headline-style  capitalization  for  titles  of  works
(capitalize  the  first  and  last  words,  and  all  nouns,  pronouns,
verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and subordinating conjunctions like
“because”  or  “although”).  Avoid  capitalizing  articles,
prepositions, and coordinating conjunctions (unless they are the
first  or  last  word).  For  proper  nouns  and  official  names,  follow
standard rules. In running text, Chicago recommends lowercase
for  seasons (spring,  summer)  and for  century references (the
twenty-first century).
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Italics versus Quotation
Marks
Use italics for titles of standalone works (books, journals, movies,
paintings). Use quotation marks for titles of shorter works within
a  larger  whole  (articles,  poems,  chapters,  songs).  Similarly,
foreign words and phrases are italicized unless they are common
English usage (e.g.,  “et cetera” is no longer italicized). Words
used as words (e.g.,  “The word quite  is overused”) should be
italicized.

Numbers, Dates, and
Abbreviations
In general, Chicago spells out numbers from one to one hundred,
and uses numerals for larger numbers, decimals, percentages,
and  dates.  However,  there  are  many  exceptions  (e.g.,  use
numerals for ages, sums of money, percentages even if under

100). Write dates in the month-day-year format without a comma
between  the  month  and  day  (April  15  2025)  in  textual
references—or  use  day-month-year  (15  April  2025)  for  a  less
American style.  Consistency matters  more than choosing one
method. For abbreviations, CMOS provides guidance on periods in
abbreviations  (e.g.,  “Dr.”  but  “US”  without  periods  in  many
contexts). The best rule is to consult a style manual for each
specific case.

TIPS FOR EFFECTIVELY USING THIS QUICK GUIDE AND
THE FULL MANUAL

This  Chicago Manual  of  Style quick guide  is  designed to
jumpstart your writing, but it cannot replace the depth of the
official  manual.  Here  are  practical  suggestions  for  becoming
proficient  in  Chicago  style:

Own the latest edition. The 18th edition (2025) includes1.
updated guidance for citing online sources, social media,
audiovisual materials, and AI-generated content. If you are
working under a professor who requires an earlier edition,
confirm which version to use


