
chicago manual of style figure caption examples

Mastering Chicago Manual of Style Figure Caption Examples: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style figure caption examples are essential for academic and professional writers aiming
for clarity, precision, and adherence to a widely respected style guide. This article delves into the
intricacies of crafting effective figure captions according to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), covering
everything from basic formatting to advanced considerations for different types of visuals. Understanding
these principles ensures your figures are not only well-presented but also contribute meaningfully to your
text. We will explore the fundamental components of a CMOS figure caption, discuss variations for
different visual elements, and provide practical advice to help you avoid common pitfalls. By mastering
these examples, you can elevate the professionalism and impact of your published work.
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Understanding the Purpose of Figure Captions

Figure captions serve a critical role in academic and technical writing; they are more than just labels. Their
primary purpose is to provide context and explanation for the visual information presented in a figure,
allowing readers to understand the data or concept without needing to constantly refer back to the main
text. A well-crafted caption enhances comprehension, draws attention to key findings, and supports the
overall narrative of the document. In essence, a figure caption acts as a mini-abstract for the visual it
accompanies, offering a concise summary of what the reader is observing and why it is important.

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) emphasizes that captions should be self-contained, meaning a reader
should be able to grasp the essence of the figure from the caption alone. This is particularly crucial in



publications where figures might be viewed out of order or as standalone elements. Therefore, the
language used must be clear, direct, and informative. Effective captions also contribute to the accessibility of
your work, ensuring that even readers who skim the main text can gain valuable insights from the visuals.

Basic Structure of a Chicago Manual of Style Figure Caption

The fundamental structure of a figure caption in the Chicago Manual of Style is straightforward, designed
for consistency and clarity across different types of publications. At its core, a caption begins with a number
followed by a period, then the descriptive text. For instance, "Figure 1. This shows..." is the basic template.

CMOS specifies that figures should be numbered consecutively and sequentially throughout the text. The
numbering is typically Arabic (1, 2, 3...). Each caption starts on a new line, immediately below the figure it
describes. While the exact phrasing can vary based on the complexity of the figure, the core elements
remain constant to ensure readers can easily identify and understand each visual element within a
document.

Essential Elements of a CMOS Figure Caption

A comprehensive Chicago Manual of Style figure caption includes several key components to ensure it is
informative and actionable. These elements work together to provide readers with all the necessary
context.

Numbering: Each figure is assigned a unique Arabic numeral, such as Figure 1, Figure 2, and so on,
in the order they appear in the text.

Title or Brief Description: Following the number, a concise title or a brief descriptive phrase explains
what the figure depicts. This should be clear and to the point.

Explanation of Content: This is the main body of the caption, providing details about the data,
methods, or subject matter presented in the figure. It should explain abbreviations, symbols, or any
jargon used within the visual.

Source Information: If the figure is not original and has been adapted or reproduced from another
source, the original source must be cited clearly. This is a critical aspect of academic integrity.

Notes (Optional): Sometimes, additional notes may be required to clarify specific aspects of the figure,
such as statistical significance or experimental conditions.



The goal is to make the caption as informative as possible without being excessively lengthy. Every
element should serve a purpose in helping the reader understand the visual.

Examples of Chicago Manual of Style Figure Captions for Various
Visuals

The application of Chicago Manual of Style principles for figure captions can vary slightly depending on
the nature of the visual. Below are examples illustrating how to format captions for different types of
figures, ensuring clarity and adherence to stylistic norms.

Figures with Data and Statistics

When presenting data or statistical information, captions need to be precise and informative, clearly
outlining what the data represents and any relevant analytical findings. They should guide the reader
through the interpretation of the visual.

Example 1: Bar Chart

Figure 1. Average daily sales revenue for Q1 2023 across three product lines. Sales are presented in
thousands of US dollars. The blue bars represent Product A, the red bars Product B, and the green bars
Product C. Product A consistently outperformed the others.

Example 2: Scatter Plot

Figure 2. Relationship between hours of study and final exam scores for a cohort of 100 students. Each point
represents an individual student. A statistically significant positive correlation (r = 0.78, p < 0.001) was
observed, indicating that more study hours generally led to higher scores.

Example 3: Line Graph

Figure 3. Monthly website traffic from January to June 2023. Traffic is measured in unique visitors. A
notable surge in traffic occurred in April, coinciding with the launch of the new marketing campaign.

Photographs and Illustrations

Captions for photographs and illustrations should provide essential context, identifying the subject, location,



date (if relevant), and any specific details that are not immediately apparent from the image itself. They
should explain the significance of the visual.

Example 1: Photograph of a Historical Site

Figure 4. The ruins of an ancient Roman amphitheater in Pompeii, Italy, circa 2022. This structure,
remarkably preserved by the volcanic ash from the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 CE, highlights
Roman engineering and entertainment practices.

Example 2: Illustration of a Scientific Process

Figure 5. Diagram illustrating the process of photosynthesis in a plant leaf. Sunlight energy is converted
into chemical energy, producing glucose and oxygen. Chlorophyll within chloroplasts plays a key role in
capturing light energy.

Maps and Diagrams

For maps and diagrams, captions should explain the representation, the scale, the key to symbols, and any
specific features being highlighted. They need to orient the reader and clarify the information conveyed.

Example 1: Map of a Geographic Region

Figure 6. Distribution of endangered species X across the Amazon rainforest. The shaded areas indicate
regions with a high population density of the species. Data collected between 2020 and 2022. The map uses
a scale of 1:5,000,000.

Example 2: Flowchart

Figure 7. Workflow for processing customer inquiries in the XYZ Corporation's support department. Each
box represents a stage, and arrows indicate the direction of the process. Inquiries are categorized and routed
to specialized teams for efficient resolution.

Tables as Figures

While tables are often presented separately, they can sometimes be treated as figures, especially if they are
complex or require extensive explanation. When a table is formatted as a figure, the caption follows the
same rules as for other figures.

Example: Complex Data Table

Figure 8. Comparative analysis of material costs and labor hours for three manufacturing projects. The table



details expenditures in thousands of US dollars and labor hours in hundreds. Project C demonstrated the
highest material costs but the lowest labor efficiency.

Referencing Sources in Captions

Properly attributing sources is a cornerstone of academic integrity, and this extends to figure captions.
When a figure is not original work, its source must be clearly indicated within the caption. This allows
readers to locate the original material if they wish to consult it.

The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends providing the source information at the end of the
caption. This often includes the author or creator, the year of publication, and specific publication details.
The exact format can depend on whether the primary citation style used in the document is notes-
bibliography or author-date.

For figures adapted from a published book, the citation might look like this: "Source: John Smith, The
History of Art (New York: Penguin Books, 2019), 45." If the figure is from a journal article, it might
include journal title, volume, issue, and page numbers. For online sources, a URL and access date are often
included.

Placement and Numbering of Figures and Captions

The placement and numbering of figures and their corresponding captions are crucial for organization and
readability within a document. Chicago Manual of Style guidelines aim for a logical and consistent
presentation.

Figures should generally appear as close as possible to their first mention in the text. If a figure is too large
to fit on a single page with the text, it can be placed on the following page. Each figure must be numbered
sequentially using Arabic numerals (Figure 1, Figure 2, etc.).

The caption itself should be placed directly below the figure it describes. The first line of the caption
typically starts with the figure number followed by a period, and then the descriptive text. If the caption
extends to multiple lines, all lines of the caption should be aligned with the first line of text in the caption,
not indented as a block quote. This consistent formatting makes it easy for readers to locate and associate
captions with their visuals.



Best Practices for Writing Effective Captions

Crafting effective figure captions goes beyond mere adherence to stylistic rules; it involves strategic
communication. By following certain best practices, you can ensure your captions are clear, concise, and
maximally informative, enhancing the reader's experience.

Be Concise: While detail is important, avoid unnecessary words. Get straight to the point, explaining
what the figure shows and why it is significant.

Be Specific: Use precise language. Instead of saying "a graph," specify "a bar graph showing..." or "a
scatter plot illustrating..."

Define All Abbreviations and Symbols: If your figure uses abbreviations, acronyms, or symbols,
ensure they are clearly defined either within the caption or in a note accompanying it.

Summarize Key Findings: Highlight the most important takeaway from the visual. What is the main
point the reader should glean?

Provide Context: Explain the experiment, the population studied, the time period, or any other
background information necessary for understanding the figure.

Ensure Accuracy: Double-check all data, labels, and descriptions for accuracy against the figure itself
and your source material.

Make it Standalone: Aim for the caption to be understandable without requiring the reader to refer
extensively to the main text.

Implementing these practices will significantly improve the clarity and utility of your figures.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

When creating figure captions according to the Chicago Manual of Style, several common mistakes can
detract from their effectiveness and professionalism. Being aware of these pitfalls can help you produce
higher-quality work.

Vague Descriptions: Captions that are too general, such as "See figure" or "A picture of the



experiment," fail to provide necessary context and are unhelpful.

Inconsistent Numbering: Skipping numbers, repeating numbers, or numbering figures out of
sequence can confuse readers and disrupt the flow of the document.

Omitting Source Information: Failing to cite the original source for adapted or reproduced figures is a
serious breach of academic integrity and can lead to copyright issues.

Over-Reliance on the Text: Captions should be self-explanatory. If readers must refer to the main
body text for every detail of the figure, the caption is not serving its purpose.

Lack of Clarity on Units or Scales: Not specifying units of measurement (e.g., kilograms, meters,
dollars) or the scale used in graphs and maps can lead to misinterpretation.

Ambiguous Abbreviations: Using abbreviations without defining them leaves readers guessing and
can cause significant confusion.

Incorrect Placement: Placing the caption above the figure or too far away from it can make it
difficult for the reader to associate the text with the visual.

Avoiding these errors will ensure your figure captions are functional, compliant, and contribute positively
to your document's overall quality.

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 in the Chicago Manual of Style is to provide a clear, concise, and
self-contained explanation of the visual information presented in a figure. It should allow the reader to
understand the figure's content and significance without needing to consult the main text extensively.

Q: How should figures be numbered in a document following CMOS?
A: Figures should be numbered consecutively using Arabic numerals (1, 2, 3, etc.) in the order they appear
in the main text. Each caption should begin with its corresponding figure number followed by a period.



Q: Should I include a title in my Chicago Manual of Style figure caption?
A: While not always a separate "title" in the traditional sense, the caption begins with a brief descriptive
phrase that functions similarly to a title, immediately following the figure number. This phrase should
concisely state what the figure depicts.

Q: What is the correct placement for a figure caption in CMOS?
A: A figure caption should always be placed directly below the figure it describes. This placement ensures
that the reader can easily associate the explanatory text with the visual element.

Q: How do I cite a source for a figure that is not my original work in a
CMOS caption?
A: If a figure is adapted or reproduced from another source, you must cite the original source at the end of
the caption. The specific format depends on the citation style (notes-bibliography or author-date) but
typically includes author, year, and publication details.

Q: Are there specific formatting requirements for multi-line captions in
CMOS?
A: Yes, for multi-line captions, all lines of the caption text should be aligned with the first line of the
caption's text, not indented as a block quote. This creates a consistent visual block for the caption.

Q: What if my figure contains abbreviations or symbols?
A: If your figure uses abbreviations, acronyms, or symbols, you must define them clearly within the
caption or in a note accompanying the figure. This ensures full comprehension for all readers.

Q: Can a table be treated as a figure under the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Yes, a table can be treated as a figure, especially if it is particularly complex or requires extensive
explanatory notes. When a table is presented as a figure, it follows all the standard rules for figure
numbering and captioning.

Q: How detailed should a CMOS figure caption be?
A: A CMOS figure caption should be detailed enough to explain the figure's content, context, and
significance, but it should also be concise. It should summarize key information and guide the reader's



interpretation without being overly verbose.

Q: What is the difference between a caption and a label within a figure?
A: A caption is the descriptive text that appears below the figure, providing an overview and context.
Labels are text elements that appear directly on the figure itself, identifying specific parts, data points, or
elements within the visual. Both should be clear and accurate.
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