
chicago manual figure guidelines
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides comprehensive guidance for academic and
professional publications, and its detailed instructions for figures are crucial for ensuring
clarity, consistency, and aesthetic appeal in any scholarly work. Understanding the
nuances of these Chicago manual figure guidelines is paramount for authors, editors, and
designers alike, as it impacts how visual information is presented and perceived. This
article will delve deeply into the essential aspects of Chicago Manual figure guidelines,
covering everything from basic placement and numbering to intricate details regarding
captions, legends, and best practices for creating effective visual aids. We will explore the
principles behind their recommendations, the specific formatting requirements, and how
to navigate common challenges encountered when incorporating figures into manuscripts.
Mastering these guidelines will elevate the professionalism and readability of your work,
making complex data and concepts more accessible to your audience.
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Understanding the Purpose of Figures in
Scholarly Writing

Figures serve a critical role in academic and professional writing by supplementing text,
illustrating complex concepts, and presenting data in a visually digestible format. They are
not merely decorative elements but are integral to the communication of research
findings, theoretical models, and empirical evidence. The Chicago Manual of Style
recognizes this importance and therefore provides detailed recommendations to ensure
figures enhance, rather than detract from, the overall clarity and persuasiveness of a
document. Properly designed and formatted figures can significantly improve reader
comprehension, making abstract ideas concrete and intricate data patterns readily
apparent.

The primary purpose of incorporating figures is to offer a visual representation that can
often convey information more efficiently and effectively than text alone. This can include
graphs, charts, tables (though tables are often treated separately in CMOS), diagrams,
maps, and photographs. By breaking down complex information into visual components,
authors can reduce cognitive load for the reader and make their work more engaging. This
is particularly important in fields heavy with data, such as science, engineering,
economics, and social sciences, where visual data representation is indispensable.



Basic Chicago Manual Figure Guidelines:
Placement and Numbering

Adhering to fundamental Chicago manual figure guidelines for placement and numbering
is essential for maintaining a professional and organized manuscript. CMOS recommends
that figures should generally be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the
text. This proximity ensures that readers can easily refer to the visual aid while reading
the surrounding prose, preventing disruption in the flow of information. If a figure cannot
logically fit on the same page or facing page as its initial reference, it should appear on
the next available page.

Numbering is a key aspect of figure management. Each figure must be assigned a unique
sequential number. This numbering typically begins with "Figure 1" and continues
throughout the document. The practice of sequential numbering allows for clear and
unambiguous references within the text, such as "as shown in Figure 3" or "Table 1
illustrates... (though CMOS distinguishes between figures and tables in its numbering
conventions)." Consistency in numbering is crucial; do not skip numbers or re-use them, as
this can lead to confusion for both the reader and the publisher.

Placement in Relation to Text
The ideal placement for a figure is immediately following its first in-text citation. For
instance, if you first refer to "Figure 2" in a paragraph, that figure should appear after the
paragraph in which it is mentioned, or at the latest, on the very next page. This strategy
minimizes the need for the reader to flip back and forth, thus maintaining a smooth
reading experience. Editors often have specific requirements regarding figure placement,
especially in print publications where page layout is critical.

Sequential Numbering Conventions
Following the strict numbering system is non-negotiable. Each figure should be labeled
"Figure" followed by its Arabic numeral (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3). If your work
includes both figures and tables, CMOS typically advises separate numbering sequences.
This means you might have Figure 1, Figure 2, and then Table 1, Table 2. However, always
consult the specific style sheet of the journal or publisher, as they may have slightly
different preferences or mandates regarding combined or separate numbering schemes.

Crafting Effective Figure Captions According to
CMOS

Figure captions are vital components that provide context and explanation for the visual
information presented. According to the Chicago manual figure guidelines, a caption
should be concise yet comprehensive, enabling the figure to be understood even when



read in isolation from the main text. The caption typically appears directly below the
figure it describes and should clearly identify the figure and offer essential details without
being overly verbose.

A good caption typically includes the figure number, followed by a descriptive title or
phrase. Beyond the basic identification, the caption should explain what the figure depicts,
highlight key elements, and clarify any abbreviations or symbols used within the figure
itself. If the figure presents data, the caption might briefly summarize the main findings or
trends illustrated. The goal is to provide just enough information to make the figure
understandable without requiring the reader to delve extensively into the main body of the
text for basic comprehension.

Essential Elements of a Caption
A standard CMOS caption begins with the figure number (e.g., "Figure 1."). This is
followed by a concise, descriptive title that gives a general idea of the figure's content. For
example, "Figure 1. Growth rates of bacteria under different nutrient conditions."
Following the title, further explanatory text should elaborate on the visual. This may
include defining variables, explaining methodologies used to generate the data, or
pointing out significant features within the illustration.

Clarity and Conciseness in Explanatory Text
While completeness is important, conciseness is equally valued in figure captions. Avoid
jargon where possible, and ensure that any technical terms used are either commonly
understood within the field or are explained within the caption or main text. The
explanatory part of the caption should directly address the visual content. For instance, if
a graph shows an upward trend, the caption might state, "The graph illustrates a
significant positive correlation between X and Y."

Legends, Notes, and Source Citations for Figures

Beyond the main caption, figures may require additional elements like legends, notes, and
source citations to provide complete information. Legends are particularly useful for
complex figures that use various symbols, colors, or line types to represent different data
sets or elements. The Chicago manual figure guidelines suggest that legends should be
placed within the figure itself or directly below the caption, in a way that is easily
discernible.

Notes associated with a figure can offer supplementary details that don't fit neatly into the
main caption. These can include definitions of specific terms, explanations of statistical
significance, or details about the experimental setup. Source citations are crucial when a
figure is reproduced or adapted from another published work. Properly attributing the
source is not only a matter of academic integrity but also a legal requirement, preventing
plagiarism and giving credit to the original creators.



Understanding and Using Legends
A legend acts as a key for the visual elements within a figure. If your figure uses different
colored lines to represent distinct experimental groups in a graph, the legend will identify
which color corresponds to which group. Similarly, if symbols are used to mark specific
data points, the legend will define those symbols. The placement of the legend is flexible
but should be integrated logically with the figure, often within the figure area itself or
immediately following the caption for easy reference.

Incorporating Notes and Supplementary Information
Notes can be used to clarify specific aspects of the figure. These might be general notes
applicable to the entire figure or specific notes keyed to particular elements within the
figure using superscripts or symbols. For example, a note might explain a statistical
symbol used to denote significance (e.g., p < .05). CMOS generally prefers specific notes,
keyed to the element they describe, over lengthy general notes.

Proper Citation of Sources
When a figure is not original to the author, it must be properly cited. This includes
indicating the original source in the caption or a dedicated note. The format for such
citations usually follows the standard CMOS citation style, including author, title,
publication details, and page number, if applicable. Some publishers may also require a
formal copyright permission statement, especially for figures taken from copyrighted
material.

Technical Requirements for Figure Submission

Beyond stylistic and formatting guidelines, Chicago manual figure guidelines also extend
to the technical specifications required for figure submission, particularly for print and
digital publications. Publishers often have precise requirements regarding file formats,
resolution, color modes, and dimensions to ensure that figures reproduce clearly and
accurately. Failure to meet these technical standards can lead to delays in publication or
the need for costly revisions.

Understanding these technical demands upfront is crucial for authors. It’s advisable to
consult the specific author or submission guidelines provided by the journal, publisher, or
academic institution. These guidelines will detail preferred file types (e.g., TIFF, EPS,
high-resolution JPEG), minimum resolution requirements (often measured in dots per inch,
or DPI), color profiles (e.g., CMYK for print, RGB for web), and overall dimensions.
Preparing figures to these specifications from the outset saves significant time and effort
later in the publication process.



File Formats and Resolution
For print publications, vector-based formats like EPS (Encapsulated PostScript) are often
preferred for line art and diagrams because they can be scaled without loss of quality. For
photographic images and complex illustrations, high-resolution TIFF files are commonly
requested. The resolution is critical; for line art, 600-1200 DPI is typical, while for
photographic images, 300 DPI at the intended print size is generally sufficient. Digital
publications may accept RGB color modes and lower resolutions, but it's always best to
check specific requirements.

Color Modes and Image Quality
The color mode for figures depends on the intended output. CMYK (Cyan, Magenta,
Yellow, Black) is the standard for process printing in commercial offset lithography and is
typically required for figures intended for print. RGB (Red, Green, Blue) is the color model
for electronic displays and may be acceptable or even preferred for online publications.
Regardless of the color mode, images should be of high quality, free from distortion, and
ensure that all elements are legible at the intended viewing size.

Dimensions and Cropping
Authors should prepare figures to the approximate dimensions specified by the publisher.
While figures can often be scaled by designers, providing them close to the final intended
size makes the process smoother. Pay attention to cropping; ensure that only the relevant
content of the figure is included, removing unnecessary white space around the image
unless it is specifically required for bleed or margins. This attention to detail contributes
to a professional final product.

Handling Different Types of Figures and
Illustrations

The Chicago manual figure guidelines apply broadly but may have specific nuances
depending on the type of figure being used. Each type of visual representation, whether
it's a complex scientific diagram, a statistical chart, or a historical photograph, presents
unique challenges and opportunities for effective presentation. Understanding how to
adapt the general principles to specific visual formats is key to maximizing their impact.

For instance, diagrams and schematics require clear labeling of all components, with a
legend to explain their function or relationship. Graphs and charts need well-defined axes,
clear labeling of data points, and captions that highlight the primary trends or
comparisons being presented. Photographs should be of sufficient quality and resolution,
with captions providing context and attribution. The overarching goal remains the same:
to present information clearly, accurately, and in a manner that enhances the reader's
understanding.



Graphs and Charts for Data Visualization
When presenting data, graphs and charts are indispensable. The Chicago manual figure
guidelines emphasize the importance of clear axis labeling, including units of
measurement. The data itself should be presented in a way that is easy to interpret, with
distinct colors or patterns used for different data series. Legends should be clear, and the
caption should guide the reader to the key findings or comparisons illustrated by the
graph. Avoid overly complex charts that can become muddled.

Diagrams, Schematics, and Illustrations
Diagrams, schematics, and technical illustrations are used to explain processes,
structures, or relationships. These figures must be meticulously labeled, with every
important component identified. Arrows should clearly indicate direction or flow. Legends
are essential here for defining all labels, symbols, and abbreviations used. Clarity is
paramount; these figures should simplify complex information, not add to its confusion.

Photographs and Reproductions
When including photographs or other reproduced images, quality is a primary concern.
Ensure the image is high-resolution and clearly depicts the subject matter. Captions for
photographs should provide context, identify subjects or locations, and include source
attribution. If a photograph has been digitally altered, this should be noted in the caption.
For archival or historical images, the date and origin are often important contextual
details to include.

Best Practices for Ensuring Clarity and
Readability

Beyond the specific rules, there are overarching best practices that guide the creation of
effective figures. The Chicago manual figure guidelines implicitly champion clarity and
readability as paramount goals. This means actively considering the reader’s experience
and designing figures that are easy to understand, even for those who may not be deeply
immersed in the subject matter. Simplicity, consistency, and visual hierarchy are key
principles to embrace.

When creating or selecting figures, ask yourself: Does this figure directly support the text?
Is it easy to interpret? Are all labels and elements clearly visible? Is there any extraneous
information that could be removed to improve focus? By adopting a reader-centric
approach, authors can ensure their figures are not just present but actively contribute to
the effectiveness of their communication. This proactive approach to figure design is a
hallmark of professional scholarship.



Minimizing Clutter and Distractions
A cluttered figure can be as detrimental as no figure at all. Remove any unnecessary
gridlines, background shading, or decorative elements that do not contribute to the data’s
intelligibility. The focus should always be on the information being conveyed. Ensure
sufficient white space around elements within the figure to prevent a cramped
appearance, which hinders readability. Every element should serve a purpose.

Consistency in Style and Formatting
Maintaining consistency in visual style across all figures within a document is crucial. This
includes using the same font styles and sizes for labels and captions, consistent line
weights, and a uniform color palette where applicable. If you are using specific symbols or
icons, ensure they are used consistently throughout all figures and explained in a legend
or the main text. This uniformity creates a cohesive and professional look.

Visual Hierarchy and Emphasis
Effective figures guide the viewer's eye to the most important information. This is
achieved through visual hierarchy, where larger or more prominent elements naturally
draw attention. For example, the main data points or trend lines in a graph should be
visually distinct from supporting elements. Captions should highlight what the reader
should look for, further reinforcing the intended emphasis. The goal is to lead the reader
to the key message of the figure efficiently.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Navigating the intricacies of Chicago manual figure guidelines can sometimes lead to
common pitfalls. One of the most frequent errors is poor resolution, where figures appear
pixelated or blurry when printed or viewed digitally. Another common mistake is
insufficient labeling or unclear captions, leaving readers to guess the meaning of visual
elements. Understanding these potential traps can help authors avoid them and ensure
their work meets the highest standards.

Other pitfalls include inconsistent numbering, improper sourcing of figures, and technical
non-compliance with publisher specifications. Proactive review and adherence to style
guides are the best defenses against these issues. Seeking feedback from colleagues or
editors before final submission can also catch errors that might otherwise be overlooked.
A meticulous approach to figure preparation is indispensable for academic and
professional publishing.

Low-Resolution Images
Using images that are too small or have insufficient resolution is a very common problem.



This often occurs when authors copy and paste figures directly from websites or use low-
quality digital images. Always ensure that figures are sourced or created at a resolution
appropriate for their intended use, typically 300 DPI or higher for print. Vector graphics
are preferable for line art as they scale infinitely without losing quality.

Ambiguous or Missing Labels and Captions
Figures can become incomprehensible if labels are too small, use abbreviations without
explanation, or if the caption is vague. Ensure all axes, data series, and significant
features are clearly labeled. Captions should be descriptive and informative, providing
enough context for the figure to be understood independently of the main text. Check that
all symbols and abbreviations used in the figure are defined either in the caption or a
legend.

Incorrect Sourcing and Permissions
Failing to properly cite sources or obtain necessary permissions for using figures created
by others is a serious ethical and legal breach. Always track the origin of every figure. If a
figure is not original, provide a full citation in the caption or a note. For copyrighted
material, you may need to obtain formal permission from the copyright holder before
publication.

The Chicago Manual of Style offers a robust framework for presenting visual information
effectively. By diligently applying these Chicago manual figure guidelines, authors can
ensure their figures are not only aesthetically pleasing but also serve their intended
purpose of enhancing comprehension and conveying complex information with precision.
From basic numbering and placement to detailed captioning and technical specifications,
each aspect plays a role in the overall success of the publication. Mastering these
elements allows for the seamless integration of visual aids into scholarly work,
contributing to clearer communication and a more impactful presentation of research and
ideas. Adherence to these principles demonstrates a commitment to professionalism and a
deep respect for the reader's experience, ultimately elevating the quality and authority of
the written work.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary rule for placing figures in a
document according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The primary rule is to place figures as close as possible to their first mention in the text.
Ideally, a figure should appear on the same page or the facing page of its initial reference
to ensure seamless reader flow.



Q: How should figures be numbered according to the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Figures should be numbered sequentially using Arabic numerals, starting with "Figure
1." If a document includes both figures and tables, they are typically numbered in separate
sequences (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2, Table 1, Table 2), unless specific publisher guidelines
dictate otherwise.

Q: What information should be included in a figure
caption?
A: A figure caption should include the figure number, followed by a descriptive title. It
should then provide a concise explanation of what the figure depicts, clarifying any
abbreviations, symbols, or complex elements, and highlighting key takeaways or trends
illustrated.

Q: Are there specific file format requirements for
figures in academic publications following CMOS?
A: While CMOS itself doesn't dictate specific file formats, publishers using CMOS often
have technical requirements. Generally, for print, vector formats like EPS are preferred
for line art, and high-resolution TIFF files (300 DPI or higher) are preferred for
photographic images. Always consult the publisher's specific submission guidelines.

Q: How should figures borrowed from other sources be
handled?
A: Figures borrowed from other sources must be properly cited. This typically involves
including a full citation in the figure caption or a dedicated note, following CMOS citation
style. Depending on the source and copyright, you may also need to obtain formal
permission from the copyright holder.

Q: What is the purpose of a legend in a figure?
A: A legend serves as a key to understand the different elements within a figure, such as
various data series in a graph, different colored lines, or various symbols used. It clarifies
what each visual component represents.

Q: Can figures be modified or cropped from their
original source?
A: Yes, figures can often be modified or cropped, but this must be done carefully and
ethically. If modifications significantly alter the meaning or presentation of the original
data, this should be clearly noted. Proper attribution for the original source remains



essential.

Q: What is the recommended resolution for figures
intended for print publication?
A: For print publication, figures should generally be at a resolution of at least 300 DPI
(dots per inch) at the intended final print size. Line art may require even higher
resolutions, such as 600-1200 DPI, to ensure crispness.
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