chicago manual of style figure caption
examples for dissertation

The Chicago Manual of Style figure caption examples for dissertation are crucial for academic
integrity and clear communication of research findings. Properly formatted captions ensure that your
visuals—whether they are graphs, tables, images, or illustrations—are easily understood by your
readers and conform to scholarly standards. This guide provides comprehensive examples and
explanations tailored specifically for dissertation authors, covering everything from basic labeling to
advanced referencing within captions. Mastering these elements will elevate the professionalism of
your dissertation and help you avoid common pitfalls in academic writing. We will delve into the
essential components of a Chicago-style caption, discuss different types of figures, and offer practical
advice for creating effective visual aids.
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Understanding Chicago Style Figure Captions

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides detailed guidelines for the presentation of visual
materials in academic works, including dissertations. For figure captions, the primary goals are clarity,
conciseness, and consistency. A well-crafted caption allows readers to grasp the essence of the visual
information without needing to read the entire text. It acts as a bridge between the abstract concepts
presented in your prose and the concrete data or evidence displayed in your figures. Adhering to
CMOS ensures that your dissertation is not only academically rigorous but also professionally
presented, meeting the expectations of your committee and the wider scholarly community.

The importance of figure captions cannot be overstated in a dissertation. They are often the first point
of contact a reader has with your visual data. Therefore, they must be informative enough to stand
alone, providing context, explanation, and source information. This means going beyond a simple title
and offering a brief but complete description of what the figure represents, its significance, and any
key takeaways. Neglecting proper captioning can lead to misinterpretation of your research or, at
best, a diminished impact of your visual evidence.

Essential Components of a Chicago Style Figure
Caption



A standard Chicago-style figure caption is composed of several key elements, each serving a distinct
purpose in guiding the reader. Understanding these components is the first step towards creating
accurate and effective captions for your dissertation.

Figure Number and Title

Every figure in your dissertation must be sequentially numbered. The numbering should be
continuous throughout the document, using Arabic numerals (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2). Following the
number, a concise and descriptive title should be provided. The title should clearly indicate the
content of the figure. For example, "Figure 1: Distribution of Participant Age Groups" is more
informative than simply "Figure 1: Demographics." The title should be capitalized in title case,
following standard capitalization rules for titles.

Descriptive Text

Beyond the title, a descriptive text elaborates on the information presented in the figure. This text
should explain what the figure illustrates, define any abbreviations or symbols used within the figure,
and highlight the most important findings or trends. It should be written in clear, concise prose,
typically in a complete sentence or a series of sentences. Avoid jargon where possible, or define it
clearly. The level of detail in the descriptive text should be sufficient for a reader to understand the
figure’s main point without referring back to the main body of your dissertation extensively.

Source Information (if applicable)

If your figure is adapted from another source, you must provide proper attribution. This includes
indicating the original author(s) and year of publication, and often a citation to the original work. If the
figure is your own creation but uses data from a source, you would cite the data source here. The
specific format for source attribution will depend on whether you are using notes and bibliography or
author-date citation style within your dissertation, but it generally includes key bibliographic details.

Notes (optional)

Sometimes, additional information may be necessary that doesn't fit neatly into the descriptive text.
This can include methodological details, specific definitions of terms, or acknowledgments. These are
typically placed below the descriptive text and are often introduced with a subheading like "Note:" or
"Notes:".

Types of Figures and Corresponding Caption Styles



Dissertations commonly feature a variety of visual representations of data and information. Each type
of figure may require subtle adjustments to its caption for optimal clarity and adherence to Chicago
style.

Graphs and Charts

Graphs (line graphs, bar charts, scatter plots) and charts (pie charts, flowcharts) are used to visually
represent data relationships, trends, and distributions. For these, the caption should clearly state
what variables are being plotted, the units of measurement, and the nature of the relationship being
shown. For example: "Figure 3: Average Monthly Rainfall in Chicago (1990-2020). Data are presented
in millimeters (mm) and show a clear seasonal pattern with peaks in late spring and early autumn."

Images and Photographs

When including photographs, illustrations, or other visual artifacts, the caption should identify the
subject matter, its context, and its relevance to your research. If the image is a reproduction, the
source must be clearly indicated. For instance: "Figure 5: Close-up of a Late Archaic projectile point
discovered at the Starved Rock site. The obsidian flake scars indicate sophisticated knapping
techniques (Photo by Jane Doe, 2023)."

Tables as Figures

While tables are distinct from figures in Chicago style, complex tables that are essential for
understanding your dissertation might be presented as figures. In such cases, the caption should
follow the conventions for figures, but the internal formatting of the table itself should still adhere to
Chicago’s guidelines for tables. More commonly, tables are numbered separately (e.g., Table 1, Table
2) and have their own specific formatting rules, distinct from figure captions.

Diagrams and Schematics

Diagrams, schematics, and maps visually represent systems, processes, or geographical information.
The caption should explain what the diagram depicts, clarify any symbols or labels, and state its
purpose within your argument. For example: "Figure 7: Schematic representation of the proposed
feedback loop in the cellular signaling pathway. Key proteins are labeled and interactions are
indicated by arrows."

Formatting Tables as Figures

The Chicago Manual of Style distinguishes between tables and figures. Tables present data in rows



and columns, while figures encompass graphs, charts, maps, illustrations, and photographs. However,
there are instances where a particularly complex table might be best presented and managed as a
figure, especially if it is crucial for understanding a specific point and its visual layout is integral.
When treating a table as a figure, it should be numbered sequentially with other figures (e.g., Figure
6) and follow the general captioning conventions described earlier.

The caption for a table treated as a figure should still include a number and title. The descriptive text
should explain the overall content and significance of the data presented in the table. If the table
contains source information, this should be included in the caption as well. However, it's important to
note that this is a less common practice. Generally, tables should be formatted and captioned
according to Chicago's specific guidelines for tables, which involves a slightly different structure, often
with the title above the table and notes below.

Referencing Sources within Figure Captions

Accurate and complete citation is paramount in academic writing, and figure captions are no
exception. When a figure is not original to your research, you must acknowledge its source.

Citing Adapted or Reproduced Figures

If you have adapted, modified, or reproduced a figure from another published work, you need to
provide a citation. This typically includes the author(s) of the original work, the year of publication,
and a reference to the specific source (e.g., journal article, book chapter). The format for this citation
within the caption will align with your dissertation’s overall citation style (notes and bibliography or
author-date).

e Example (Notes and Bibliography): Figure 2: Conceptual model of consumer behavior
adapted from Smith, "Marketing Dynamics," 2018, p. 45.

 Example (Author-Date): Figure 4: Oxygen consumption rates in response to varying stimuli
(Jones 2021, 112).

Citing Data Sources

Even if the visual representation (the graph or chart) is your own creation, if it is based on data
collected by others or from a specific dataset, you must cite the data source. This is crucial for
transparency and to give credit to the origin of your raw information.

e Example: Figure 8: Correlation between study hours and exam scores, based on data from the
National Education Survey (2022).



Attribution for Images and Photographs

For images or photographs that you did not take yourself, you must attribute the creator. This
includes the photographer, artist, or source of the image. If the image is from a digital archive or a
specific collection, that information should be included.

e Example: Figure 10: Portrait of Harriet Tubman, Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs
Division, LC-USZ62-101285.

Best Practices for Dissertation Figure Captions

Beyond the specific formatting rules, several best practices can significantly enhance the
effectiveness and professionalism of your figure captions for your dissertation.

Clarity and Conciseness

Ensure your captions are easy to understand and get straight to the point. Avoid unnecessary jargon
or overly complex sentence structures. Every word should serve a purpose in conveying information
about the figure.

Standalone Comprehensibility

A well-written caption should allow a reader to understand the general meaning and importance of
the figure without having to refer back to the main text. It should provide enough context for the
visual to make sense on its own.

Consistency in Formatting

Apply a consistent format for all your figure captions throughout the dissertation. This includes the
numbering style, capitalization of titles, punctuation, and the way sources are cited. Inconsistency can
be distracting and detract from the overall polish of your work.

Placement of Figures and Captions

According to Chicago style, figure captions are typically placed below the figure they describe. Ensure
that each figure is followed immediately by its caption. The placement should be logical and facilitate
easy reading of your dissertation.



Review and Proofread

Thoroughly proofread all your figure captions for any grammatical errors, typos, or factual
inaccuracies. Pay close attention to the accuracy of numbers, labels, and citations. A single error can
undermine the credibility of your entire presentation.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary purpose of a figure caption in a
dissertation according to the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: The primary purpose of a figure caption in a dissertation, as outlined by the Chicago Manual of
Style, is to provide a clear, concise, and informative description of the visual content. It enables
readers to understand the figure's significance and key information without necessarily referring back
to the main text, thus acting as a standalone explanation.

Q: How should figures be numbered in a dissertation using
Chicago style?

A: Figures in a dissertation using Chicago style should be numbered sequentially using Arabic
numerals throughout the entire document. Each figure should be preceded by the word "Figure"
followed by its corresponding number (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3).

Q: Should a table be treated as a figure in a dissertation, and
how would its caption differ?

A: Generally, tables and figures are treated distinctly in Chicago style, with separate numbering and
formatting conventions. However, if a complex table is essential and its visual layout is key, it can be
presented as a figure. In this case, it would be numbered with figures and follow figure captioning
rules (number, title, description below), though it's more common to adhere to Chicago's specific
table formatting quidelines.

Q: What information must be included in a figure caption
when the figure is adapted from another source?

A: When a figure is adapted or reproduced from another source, the caption must include a clear
attribution of the original source. This typically involves citing the author(s) of the original work, the
year of publication, and a reference to the specific page or location where the original figure can be
found. The format of this citation should align with the dissertation's overall citation style (notes and
bibliography or author-date).



Q: Are there specific rules for capitalizing the title within a
Chicago-style figure caption?

A: Yes, for figure captions in Chicago style, the title should generally be capitalized in title case,
following standard English capitalization rules for titles. This means capitalizing the first word, last
word, and all principal words, while minor words like articles, prepositions, and conjunctions are
generally lowercase unless they are the first or last word of the title.

Q: Where should a figure caption be placed relative to the
figure in a Chicago-style dissertation?

A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, figure captions are typically placed directly below the
figure they describe. This placement ensures that the reader can easily associate the caption with its
corresponding visual element.

Q: Can abbreviations or symbols used in a figure be explained
within the caption?

A: Absolutely. A key function of the descriptive text in a figure caption is to define any abbreviations,
symbols, or technical terms used within the figure that might not be immediately clear to the reader.
This enhances the figure's standalone comprehensibility.

Q: What is the significance of referencing data sources within
figure captions, even if the visual representation is original?

A: Referencing data sources is crucial for academic integrity, transparency, and reproducibility. Even
if you create the graph or chart yourself, if it's based on data collected by others or from a specific
dataset, citing the data source gives proper credit to the origin of your raw information and allows
readers to verify your work.
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