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INTRODUCTION:
THE AUTHORITY
BEHIND OFFICIAL
U.S. GOVERNMENT
DOCUMENTS

W h e n  y o u  r e a d  a
f e d e r a l  l a w ,  a
congressional report, a
p r e s i d e n t i a l
proclamation,  or  a
regulatory  notice,  you
are  encountering  text
that  has  been shaped
b y  a  s i n g l e ,
a u t h o r i t a t i v e
reference:  the  United
States  Government
Printing  Office  Style

Manual.  This  manual,
often simply called the
GPO  Style  Manual,  is
the  cornerstone  of
consistency and clarity
for  a l l  documents
produced  by  the  U.S.
federal  government.
For  over  a  century,  it
has  guided  editors,
writers, and printers in
t h e  E x e c u t i v e ,
Legislative, and Judicial
branches,  ensuring
that  official
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s
maintain  a  uniform
standard  of  spelling,
c a p i t a l i z a t i o n ,
punctuat ion ,  and
t y p o g r a p h y .
Understanding  this
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manual is essential not
only  for  government
employees but also for
j o u r n a l i s t s ,
researchers,  legal
professionals,  and
anyone who works with
g o v e r n m e n t
in format ion .  Th is
article  explores  the
history,  structure,  key
rules,  and  modern
r e l e v a n c e  o f  t h e
U n i t e d  S t a t e s
Government Printing
Office Style Manual.

WHAT IS THE
UNITED STATES
GOVERNMENT
PRINTING OFFICE
STYLE MANUAL?

The  United  States
Government Printing
Office  Style  Manual
is  the  official  style
guide published by the
U .S .  Gove rnment
Publishing  Office
(GPO),  previous ly
k n o w n  a s  t h e
Government  Printing

Office.  It  provides
comprehensive  rules
and  conventions  for
writing,  editing,  and
formatting  federal
g o v e r n m e n t
d o c u m e n t s .  T h e
m a n u a l  c o v e r s
everything  from  basic
g r a m m a r  a n d
p u n c t u a t i o n  t o
comp lex  c i t a t i on
formats, abbreviations,
a n d  t y p o g r a p h i c
standards. It is used by
all  federal  agencies,
Congress,  the  courts,
and  the  m i l i t a ry ,
making  it  one  of  the
most  widely  applied
style  guides  in  the
English-speaking world.

History
and
Evolution
The  or ig ins  o f  the
manual  date  back  to



United States Government Printing Office Style
Manual 3

3

1894,  when  the  first
“Style  Manual  of  the
Government  Printing
Office”  was  issued.  At
that time, the GPO was
responsible for printing
the  Congressional
Record, bills, and other
official  materials.  The
early  editions  focused
on typographical  rules
to  ensure  uni form
p r i n t i n g  a c r o s s
t h o u s a n d s  o f
documents.  Over  the
decades,  the  manual
expanded  to  include
linguistic  and  editorial
guidelines.  The  1920
edition  introduced
more detailed sections
on  capitalization  and
abbreviations,  while
the  1950s  editions
incorporated  rules  for
scientific  and  technical
wr i t ing .  The  most
recent  edition,  the
2016  edition  (officially
the  31st  ed i t ion) ,
reflects  the  transition
from  print  to  digital

publishing.  Today,  the
U n i t e d  S t a t e s
Government Printing
Office  Style  Manual
is  available  both  in
print  and  as  a  free
online  PDF,  ensuring
wide  accessibility.

WHY THE GPO
STYLE MANUAL
MATTERS

In  an era where clear
communication is more
critical  than  ever,  the
GPO  Sty le  Manua l
p rov ides  a  s ing le
source  of  truth  for
federal  writing.  Here
are the key reasons it
remains indispensable:

Consistency
across
branches: When
multiple
agencies
produce
documents,
readers expect
uniformity. The
manual ensures



4

4 United States Government Printing
Office Style Manual

2024-02-24

that “Federal
Government” is
capitalized the
same way in a
Department of
Justice memo
and a NASA
report.
Legal and
regulatory
precision:
Ambiguity in
laws or
regulations can
lead to costly
misinterpretation
s. The manual’s
strict rules on
punctuation and
hyphenation help
maintain legal
accuracy.
Cost and
efficiency: By
standardizing
formats, the GPO
reduces the need
for individual
agency style
guides and
minimizes
editorial rework.

Brand and
trust: Official
documents carry
the weight of
authority. A
consistent style
reinforces public
trust in
government
communications.

KEY SECTIONS OF
THE GPO STYLE
MANUAL

The  United  States
Government Printing
Office  Style  Manual
i s  o rgan i zed  i n to
chapters  that  address
specific  aspects  of
writing and publishing.
Understanding  i ts
structure  helps  users
quickly  find  the
information  they  need.

1.
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Capitilizat
ion
This chapter is one of
the  most  frequently
referenced. It provides
deta i led  ru les  for
capitalizing  official
tit les,  government
bodies,  geographic
names,  and  historical
events.  For  example,
the  manual  specifies
that  “President”  is
cap i ta l i zed  when
r e f e r r i n g  t o  t h e
President of the United
States,  but  not  when
used  gener ica l ly .
Similarly,  “Federal”  is
capitalized only when it
is  part  of  a  proper
name or refers to the
federal government as
a specific entity.

2.

Spelling
and
Compoun
ding
The manual includes a
l i s t  o f  p r e f e r r e d
spellings and guidance
o n  w h e n  t o  u s e
compound words (e.g.,
“decision-making”  vs.
“decision  making”).  It
a l s o  a d d r e s s e s
hyphenation  rules  for
prefixes  and  suffixes,
such as “re-elect” and
“pre‑existing.”

3.
Abbreviat
ions and
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Symbols
Federal documents are
filled  with
abbreviations: US, U.S.,
FBI,  NASA,  etc.  The
manual  clarifies  when
to use periods, whether
to  space  initials,  and
how to handle contries
and states. Notably, it
recommends  using
“U.S.” (with periods) in
most  contexts  but
allows “US”  in  certain
technical  or  informal
contexts.

4.
Punctuati
on
From commas in series
to quotation marks and
d a s h e s ,  t h e
punctuation chapter is
a  go-to  resource.  One
unique rule is the use
of  the  comma  before

the  “and”  in  a  series
(the Oxford comma) –
t h e  m a n u a l
recommends its use to
avoid  ambiguity,  a
departure  from  some
popular  style  guides
like  AP  Style.

5.
Numerals
and
Money
When should you write
“ten”  versus  “10”?
How  do  you  express
dollars and cents? The
m a n u a l  p r o v i d e s
p r e c i s e  r u l e s  f o r
numbers,  dates,  and
currency. For instance,
in  legal  documents,
amounts  are  often
written  both  in  words
and figures.
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6.
Typograp
hy and
Formattin
g
This  section  covers
t y p e f a c e s ,
indentations,  margins,
and  headers.  It  also
includes  instructions
for  tables,  footnotes,
and  indexes.  While
m a n y  o f  t h e s e
guidelines  are  now
applied  digitally,  they
still  influence  the
design  of  PDFs  and
p r i n t - o n - d e m a n d
publications.

7. Citing

Governm
ent
Documen
ts
A  dedicated  chapter
addresses  citation
formats  for  statutes,
court  cases,  hearings,
and  reports.  This  is
particularly  useful  for
legal  researchers  and
librarians who need to
create  cons istent
b i b l i o g r a p h i c
references.

HOW THE GPO
STYLE MANUAL
DIFFERS FROM
OTHER STYLE
GUIDES

Writers  often ask how
the  United  States
Government Printing
Office  Style  Manual
compares  with  The
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Chicago  Manual  of
Style, AP Stylebook, or
MLA  Handbook.  Each
has  its  own  purpose,
but the GPO manual is
unique in several ways:

Scope: It is
tailored
exclusively for
U.S. government
documents,
whereas Chicago
and AP are
intended for
general
publishing or
journalism.
Authority: The
GPO manual is
legally binding
for many federal
publications.
Using a different
style could
violate agency
policies.
Updates: The
GPO manual is
updated less
frequently
(roughly every 5
to 10 years) than

AP Stylebook
(annual
updates).
Emphasis on
accuracy: Given
the legal
implications of
government
writing, the GPO
manual is more
prescriptive and
less permissive
than other
guides.

USING THE GPO
STYLE MANUAL IN
THE DIGITAL AGE

The  2016  ed i t i on
introduced  several
d i g i t a l - f r i e n d l y
updates.  For  example,
i t  n o w  i n c l u d e s
g u i d a n c e  o n
h y p e r l i n k s ,  U R L
f o r m a t t i n g ,  a n d
accessible  document
design  (e.g.,  headings
for  screen  readers).
T h e  m a n u a l  a l s o
addresses  the  styling
of email addresses and
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w e b  a d d r e s s e s ,
reflecting the shift from
p a p e r  t o  o n l i n e
dissemination.  Despite
these  changes,  the
core  pr inc ip les  o f
clarity and consistency
remain unchanged.

Practical
Tips for
Writers
and
Editors
Whether you work for a
federa l  agency  or
s i m p l y  n e e d  t o
reference  government
documents,  here  are
some practical ways to
use the United States
Government Printing
Office  Style  Manual
effectively:

Bookmark the1.

online version:
The GPO website
offers a
searchable PDF.
Use the search
function to find
specific rules
quickly.
Check2.
capitalization
of
“Government”
and “Federal”
first: These rules
are commonly
misapplied.
Use the3.
hyphenation
table for
compound
words: It saves
time and
prevents
inconsistency.
Reference the4.
abbreviations
list frequently:
Especially for
agency
acronyms and
state
abbreviations.
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Create a style5.
sheet for your
project:
Combine GPO
rules with any
agency-specific
exceptions to
avoid confusion.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT THE GPO
STYLE MANUAL

Despite  its  authority,
t h e  m a n u a l  i s
s o m e t i m e s
misunderstood:

It’s only for
printers: While
it originated in
the printing
office, the
manual now
addresses all
forms of writing
and editing.
It’s the same
as the
Bluebook: The
Bluebook is a
legal citation

guide used in law
schools, while
the GPO manual
covers broader
editorial style,
though they
share some
similarities.
It’s obsolete:
On the contrary,
the 2016 edition
remains current,
and the GPO
plans future
updates to
accommodate
evolving
language use.

CONCLUSION

The  United  States
Government Printing
Office  Style  Manual
i s  fa r  more  than  a
dusty reference book –
it is a living document
that shapes the clarity,
c r e d i b i l i t y ,  a n d
cons istency  of  a l l
federal communication.
From  its  19th-century
origins  to  its  modern
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digital incarnation, the
manual has adapted to
meet  the  needs  of  a
changing  government
and  society.  Whether
you  are  draft ing  a
legislative  bill,  editing
an  agency  report,  or
analyzing federal data,
familiarity  with  this
manual is essential. Its
r u l e s  p r o v i d e  a

common language that
h e l p s  m i l l i o n s  o f
Americans  understand
their  government.  By
respecting  the  GPO
Sty le  Manua l ,  we
uphold  the  principle
that clear writing is not
just  a  nicety,  but  a
r e q u i r e m e n t  f o r
effective democracy.


