
chicago manual of style figure caption
examples for manuscript
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for academic and professional
writing, and its guidelines for figure captions are crucial for clarity and consistency in manuscripts.
Understanding how to properly format these essential elements ensures that your visual aids are not
only informative but also adhere to established scholarly conventions. This comprehensive guide
delves into the intricacies of crafting effective figure captions according to CMOS, offering detailed
examples and explanations relevant to manuscript preparation. We will explore the fundamental
components of a strong caption, address common challenges, and provide practical advice for
various types of figures, ensuring your work is polished and professional.
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Understanding the Purpose of CMOS Figure Captions

Figure captions in a manuscript serve a vital purpose beyond mere identification; they are miniature
narratives that provide context, explanation, and interpretation for the accompanying visual
material. According to the Chicago Manual of Style, a well-crafted caption empowers readers to
understand the significance of a figure without needing to constantly refer back to the main text. It
should be self-sufficient, offering enough information for the reader to grasp the data or concept
presented visually.

The primary goal of a figure caption is to enhance the reader's comprehension. It acts as a bridge
between the visual element and the surrounding text, drawing attention to specific aspects of the
figure and guiding the reader's interpretation. This is particularly important in academic and
scientific writing where complex data, diagrams, or images require detailed explanation to be fully
appreciated and understood. A robust caption ensures that the visual data contributes meaningfully
to the overall argument or exposition of the manuscript.

Key Components of a Chicago Style Figure Caption

A standard Chicago style figure caption is structured to be informative and easy to read. It typically
begins with a brief, descriptive title that clearly identifies the figure's subject matter. This title is



often followed by a more detailed explanation that elaborates on the figure's content, methodology,
or key findings. The specific components can vary depending on the complexity and nature of the
figure itself, but a consistent structure aids in reader comprehension and adherence to CMOS
standards.

The introductory sentence or phrase is paramount. It should succinctly state what the figure depicts.
Following this, further details are provided. These might include the source of the data, the
experimental conditions, the scale or units of measurement, and any specific elements within the
figure that warrant particular attention. The level of detail should be sufficient for a knowledgeable
reader to understand the figure's essence, even if they are only skimming the captions.

Descriptive Title
The descriptive title is the first and most critical element of a CMOS figure caption. It should be
concise yet informative, immediately conveying the essence of the visual. For example, instead of
just "Graph," a title might be "Figure 1. Mean Arterial Pressure Response to Vasopressin Infusion in
Rats." This provides immediate context about the subject, the variable measured, and the
experimental condition.

Explanatory Text
Following the title, the explanatory text provides the necessary context and details. This section
expands upon the title, offering a deeper understanding of what the reader is observing. It can
include methodological notes, definitions of symbols or abbreviations used within the figure, and the
significance of the presented data. The goal is to make the figure understandable independently of
the main body of text, allowing for efficient reading and reference.

Source Information (If Applicable)
If the figure is adapted or reproduced from another source, proper attribution is essential. This is
typically placed at the end of the caption. It should include a citation formatted according to CMOS
guidelines, which might involve listing the original author(s), publication year, and relevant page
numbers or figure numbers. This ensures academic integrity and provides readers with the means to
locate the original material.

Formatting Figure Captions in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style mandates specific formatting for figure captions to ensure uniformity
and professionalism across manuscripts. Adherence to these guidelines is not merely stylistic; it
contributes to the overall clarity and readability of your work, making it easier for editors,
reviewers, and readers to engage with your content. Proper formatting involves correct numbering,
placement, and punctuation.

Figure captions are typically placed directly below the figure they illustrate. Each figure is assigned



a sequential number, starting with "Figure 1." This numbering should be consistent throughout the
manuscript. The caption itself should be presented in a clear, legible font, often matching the main
body text, and should be clearly distinguished from the surrounding paragraphs. Punctuation within
the caption also follows specific rules to maintain grammatical correctness and flow.

Numbering Convention
Figures are numbered consecutively in Arabic numerals, beginning with Figure 1. The number is
usually followed by a period and then the caption text. For example, "Figure 1. ...". If you have
appendices with figures, they may be designated with an appendix letter, such as "Figure A1." This
systematic approach ensures that every visual element is easily identifiable and referenced within
the text.

Placement and Spacing
The standard placement for a figure caption in Chicago style is directly beneath the corresponding
figure. There should be appropriate spacing between the figure and its caption, and between the
caption and any subsequent text, to create a visually organized layout. This separation helps readers
distinguish between different elements of the page and prevents visual clutter.

Punctuation and Sentence Structure
Within the caption, punctuation generally follows standard English grammar rules. The descriptive
title is often a phrase or a complete sentence. The explanatory text that follows should also be
grammatically sound, typically using complete sentences. However, some descriptive phrases may
be used for conciseness. The overall goal is clarity and precision in conveying information.

Essential Elements for Clarity and Detail

Beyond the basic structure, certain elements are crucial for ensuring that your Chicago style figure
captions are not only compliant but also highly effective. These elements focus on providing the
necessary information for a reader to fully understand the visual without needing to consult the main
text extensively. Precision and conciseness are key to balancing detail with readability.

Consider the audience for your manuscript. While a highly specialized journal might expect a certain
level of technical jargon, a broader academic audience may require more foundational explanations.
The caption should anticipate these needs and provide sufficient information without overwhelming
the reader. This often involves a careful selection of details that are most pertinent to understanding
the figure's purpose and findings.

Defining Key Variables and Parameters
Any variables, parameters, or abbreviations used within the figure must be clearly defined in the



caption. If a symbol is used to represent a specific measurement or concept, its meaning should be
explicitly stated. For instance, if your graph uses "•" to denote a control group, the caption should
clarify this: "• denotes the control group." This prevents ambiguity and ensures accurate
interpretation of the data.

Explaining Methodology or Experimental Setup
For figures presenting experimental results, a brief explanation of the methodology or experimental
setup can be invaluable. This might include information about the sample size, the duration of an
experiment, the conditions under which data was collected, or the specific equipment used. This
context helps readers assess the validity and generalizability of the findings presented visually.

Highlighting Significant Findings or Trends
A good caption doesn't just describe what's in the figure; it helps the reader understand its
significance. Highlight any key findings, notable trends, or important observations that the figure
illustrates. This can guide the reader's attention to the most critical aspects of the visual and
connect it directly to the manuscript's arguments or conclusions.

Examples of Chicago Manual of Style Figure Caption
for Manuscript

To solidify your understanding of Chicago Manual of Style figure caption requirements for
manuscripts, examining practical examples is essential. These examples demonstrate how to apply
the principles discussed earlier to various types of visual content, ensuring clarity, conciseness, and
adherence to scholarly standards. By observing these examples, you can better internalize the
nuances of effective caption writing.

The following examples illustrate how to construct captions for different scenarios, from simple
charts to more complex diagrams. Pay attention to the structure, the level of detail, and how the
caption effectively complements the visual element it describes, making it a crucial component of
your manuscript.

Example 1: Bar Chart
Figure 1. Distribution of student scores on the pre-assessment mathematics quiz. Scores range from
0 to 100. The highest frequency was observed in the 70-79 score range.

Example 2: Line Graph
Figure 2. Average daily temperature (°C) recorded at the research station from May 1 to May 15,
2023. The line represents the daily mean temperature, with error bars indicating the standard



deviation.

Example 3: Photograph
Figure 3. Scanning electron micrograph of a diatom species. The scale bar represents 5
micrometers. Note the intricate silica frustule structure.

Example 4: Flowchart
Figure 4. Proposed algorithm for image classification. Input images are processed through
convolutional layers (C), followed by pooling (P) and fully connected (FC) layers, culminating in the
output class prediction.

Captions for Different Types of Figures

The nature of the figure dictates the specific information that needs to be included in its caption.
Whether you are presenting statistical data, scientific imagery, or conceptual diagrams, the Chicago
Manual of Style offers flexibility while maintaining a core set of principles. Tailoring your caption to
the specific type of visual content ensures optimal clarity and utility for your readers.

For instance, a complex scientific illustration will require different descriptive elements than a
simple organizational chart. Understanding these distinctions allows you to craft captions that are
not only accurate but also maximally informative for the visual material at hand. This attention to
detail enhances the overall professionalism of your manuscript.

Statistical Graphs and Charts
For statistical graphs and charts, it is crucial to clearly label axes, define units of measurement, and
identify different data series or groups. Mentioning the sample size, statistical tests performed, and
levels of significance (if applicable) also adds valuable context. For example, a scatter plot might
need to indicate the correlation coefficient (r) and the p-value.

Photographs and Illustrations
Captions for photographs and illustrations should identify the subject matter clearly and provide any
necessary context, such as location, date, or magnification. For scientific images, specifying the type
of microscopy or imaging technique used is often important. Scale bars are essential for images
where size is relevant.



Diagrams and Schematics
Diagrams and schematics, including flowcharts, organizational charts, and conceptual models,
require clear explanations of the components and their relationships. Define any symbols, acronyms,
or abbreviations used. The caption should guide the reader through the process or structure being
depicted, making complex information accessible.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Even with a good understanding of Chicago style, writers can fall into common pitfalls when
creating figure captions. These errors can detract from the clarity and professionalism of a
manuscript. Recognizing these potential issues and understanding how to avoid them is key to
producing polished, effective captions.

One frequent mistake is assuming the reader has the same background knowledge as the author.
Captions should be written with a broad but informed audience in mind. Another common issue is
insufficient detail, leaving readers with unanswered questions about the visual. Conversely,
providing too much detail can make the caption cumbersome and difficult to read.

Vagueness or Ambiguity
Avoid vague descriptions. Instead of "Figure shows results," specify "Figure 1. Results of the drug
efficacy trial, showing a statistically significant reduction in tumor volume (p < 0.05) in the
treatment group compared to the placebo group." Be precise in language and avoid jargon without
definition.

Inconsistent Numbering or Formatting
Ensure figure numbers are sequential and correctly formatted throughout the manuscript. Maintain
consistency in font size, style, and spacing between figures and their captions. A quick review before
submission can catch these often overlooked errors.

Lack of Context or Explanation
Do not assume readers will understand the significance of a figure without explanation. The caption
should provide enough context for the figure to be understood independently. If a figure presents
complex data, explain what the key findings or trends are.

Over-reliance on the Main Text
A figure caption should be largely self-contained. While it complements the main text, it should not
require the reader to constantly flip back and forth. All crucial information directly related to the
figure should be present within the caption itself.



Best Practices for Manuscript Figure Captions

To elevate your manuscript's quality and ensure that your figures are maximally impactful, adopting
best practices for caption writing is essential. These practices go beyond mere rule-following and
focus on creating captions that are truly functional and enhance reader engagement. They are about
making your visual elements as strong as your written arguments.

Thinking strategically about your captions from the outset of your writing process can save
significant revision time later. Consider how each figure contributes to your narrative and how the
caption can best support that contribution. This proactive approach leads to a more cohesive and
persuasive manuscript.

Write Captions After Figures Are Finalized
It is generally best to write or finalize figure captions once the figures themselves are in their final
form. This ensures that the caption accurately reflects the content of the visual and any last-minute
changes to the figure. Attempting to write captions for preliminary figures can lead to inaccuracies.

Be Concise and Informative
Strive for a balance between providing sufficient detail and maintaining conciseness. Every word in
a caption should serve a purpose. Eliminate unnecessary jargon or overly technical language unless
it is essential for accurate description and is properly defined.

Ensure Consistency with the Text
The information presented in the caption should be consistent with the information discussed in the
main body of your manuscript. Any references to specific data points, trends, or methodologies in
the figure should align with the textual discussion. This reinforces your arguments and prevents
confusion.

Proofread Meticulously
Like any other part of your manuscript, figure captions require meticulous proofreading. Check for
grammatical errors, spelling mistakes, punctuation issues, and factual inaccuracies. Errors in
captions can undermine the credibility of your entire work.

Advanced Considerations for Complex Figures

For manuscripts featuring particularly complex figures—such as multi-panel diagrams, intricate
statistical models, or detailed scientific illustrations—advanced considerations in caption writing
become necessary. These situations demand a more nuanced approach to ensure that the caption



effectively unpacks the visual information without becoming overwhelmingly long or convoluted. The
goal remains clarity and accessibility, even for highly specialized content.

When dealing with multifaceted visuals, breaking down the caption into logical sub-sections or
utilizing different formatting techniques can be beneficial. The Chicago Manual of Style provides
guidance that, when interpreted for complex figures, allows for both comprehensiveness and reader
comprehension. The key is to guide the reader through the complexity systematically.

Multi-panel Figures
For figures composed of multiple panels (e.g., Figure 1a, 1b, 1c), each panel should generally have
its own descriptive label or brief explanation within the overall figure caption. The main caption
introduces the entire figure, and then sub-captions or bullet points can detail the content of each
individual panel. For example: "Figure 5. Effects of treatment on cell viability. (a) Viability assay
results for group A. (b) Viability assay results for group B. (c) Statistical comparison between
groups."

Detailed Methodological Descriptions
If a figure illustrates a complex experimental procedure or a sophisticated model, the caption might
need to include a more detailed methodological description than usual. This could involve outlining
sequential steps, defining specific parameters of the model, or referencing the precise experimental
conditions. However, always aim for brevity; extensive methodological details are typically reserved
for the main text.

Cross-referencing within the Caption
In some cases, it might be helpful to cross-reference different parts of a complex figure within the
caption itself to guide the reader's eye. For instance, "Panel (a) illustrates the input data, which is
subsequently processed as shown in Panel (b)." This internal referencing helps to create a coherent
understanding of interconnected visual elements.

Including Legends or Keys
If the figure uses a legend or key to explain symbols, colors, or line styles, ensure that this legend is
clearly visible and that the caption refers to it or incorporates its essential information. For instance,
"The legend indicates that solid lines represent experimental data, and dashed lines represent
control data."

FAQ



Q: What is the primary purpose of a figure caption according
to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The primary purpose of a figure caption according to the Chicago Manual of Style is to provide a
clear, concise, and self-sufficient explanation of the accompanying visual material, enabling readers
to understand its content and significance without extensive reference to the main text.

Q: How should figures be numbered in a manuscript following
CMOS guidelines?
A: Figures should be numbered consecutively in Arabic numerals, starting with Figure 1, throughout
the manuscript. Each figure number is typically followed by a period and then the caption text.

Q: Where is a figure caption typically placed in relation to the
figure in CMOS?
A: In CMOS, a figure caption is typically placed directly below the corresponding figure.

Q: What is the role of the descriptive title in a CMOS figure
caption?
A: The descriptive title is the initial part of the caption and should concisely identify the subject
matter of the figure, immediately informing the reader what the visual depicts.

Q: Must all symbols or abbreviations used in a figure be
explained in its caption?
A: Yes, it is essential to define all key variables, parameters, symbols, and abbreviations used within
the figure in its caption to avoid ambiguity and ensure accurate interpretation by the reader.

Q: How should figures adapted from other sources be handled
in a CMOS caption?
A: If a figure is adapted or reproduced from another source, proper attribution must be provided at
the end of the caption, including a citation formatted according to CMOS guidelines, such as the
original author(s) and publication details.

Q: What should be included in a caption for a photograph or
illustration?
A: Captions for photographs and illustrations should identify the subject, provide relevant context
(e.g., location, date), and specify imaging techniques or magnification. Scale bars are important if
size is relevant.



Q: How does CMOS advise handling complex, multi-panel
figures in terms of captions?
A: For multi-panel figures (e.g., Figure 1a, 1b), each panel typically requires its own descriptive label
or brief explanation within the overall figure caption, allowing for a systematic understanding of the
entire figure.

Q: Is it recommended to write figure captions before or after
the figures are finalized?
A: It is generally recommended to write or finalize figure captions only after the figures themselves
are in their final form to ensure accuracy and reflect any last-minute changes.

Q: What is considered a common pitfall when writing figure
captions according to CMOS?
A: Common pitfalls include vagueness or ambiguity in descriptions, inconsistent numbering or
formatting, lack of sufficient context or explanation, and creating captions that rely too heavily on
the main text for understanding.
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