CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE CAPTION FORMAT

THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE CAPTION FORMAT IS A CRITICAL ELEMENT FOR ACADEMIC AND PROFESSIONAL WRITING,
ENSURING CLARITY, CONSISTENCY, AND PROPER ATTRIBUTION OF VISUAL ELEMENTS. THIS GUIDE WILL METICULOUSLY BREAK
DOWN THE ESTABLISHED GUIDELINES FOR CREATING EFFECTIVE FIGURE CAPTIONS ACCORDING TO THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF
STYLE (CMOS) W/E WILL DELVE INTO THE ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS, VARIATIONS FOR DIFFERENT TYPES OF FIGURES, AND BEST
PRACTICES FOR CITING SOURCES. UNDERSTANDING THE NUANCES OF THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE CAPTION FORMAT IS
PARAMOUNT FOR RESEARCHERS, EDITORS, AND ANYONE PRESENTING DATA VISUALLY. THIS COMPREHENSIVE ARTICLE AIMS TO
EQUIP YOU WITH THE KNOWLEDGE TO CONFIDENTLY FORMAT YOUR FIGURE CAPTIONS, ENHANCING THE PROFESSIONALISM AND
ACCESSIBILITY OF YOUR WORK.
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UNDERSTANDING THE BASsics oF CHICAGO STYLE FIGURE CAPTIONS

THE CHICAGO MANUAL oF STYLE (CMOS) PROVIDES A ROBUST FRAMEWORK FOR PRESENTING VISUAL INFORMATION, AND
FIGURE CAPTIONS ARE A CORNERSTONE OF THIS SYSTEM. A WELL-CRAFTED CAPTION NOT ONLY IDENTIFIES THE VISUAL ELEMENT
BUT ALSO PROVIDES NECESSARY CONTEXT, EXPLANATION, AND ATTRIBUTION. ADHERING TO THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE
FIGURE CAPTION FORMAT ENSURES THAT YOUR AUDIENCE CAN EASILY UNDERSTAND AND INTERPRET THE VISUAL CONTENT,
THEREBY ENHANCING THE OVERALL QUALITY AND CREDIBILITY OF YOUR PUBLICATION. THIS SECTION WILL LAY THE
GROUNDWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES THAT GUIDE CMOS FIGURE CAPTIONING.

EsseNTIAL CoMPONENTS oF A CHICAGO MANUAL ofF STYLE FIGURE CAPTION

A STANDARD FIGURE CAPTION IN CHICAGO STYLE IS COMPRISED OF SEVERAL KEY ELEMENTS THAT WORK TOGETHER TO PROVIDE
A COMPLETE PICTURE FOR THE READER. EACH COMPONENT SERVES A DISTINCT PURPOSE, FROM IDENTIFICATION TO PROVIDING
DETAILED CONTEXT AND ACKNOWLEDGING THE ORIGIN OF THE VISUAL. MASTERING THESE COMPONENTS IS CRUCIAL FOR
EFFECTIVE VISUAL COMMUNICATION WITHIN THE CHICAGO STYLE GUIDELINES.



NUMBERING FIGURES IN CHICAGO STYLE

FIGURES ARE TYPICALLY NUMBERED SEQUENTIALLY WITHIN A PUBLICATION. THE NUMBERING USUALLY STARTS WITH “Ficure 1”7
AND CONTINUES THROUGHOUT THE DOCUMENT. IF THE PUBLICATION IS DIVIDED INTO CHAPTERS OR SECTIONS, FIGURES MAY BE
NUMBERED WITH A CHAPTER OR SECTION PREFIX, SUCH AS “FIGURE 1.1" FOR THE FIRST FIGURE IN CHAPTER ONE. THE NUMBERING
SHOULD BE CONSISTENT AND CLEARLY INDICATED BEFORE THE TITLE OR DESCRIPTIVE TEXT. THIS SYSTEMATIC APPROACH AIDS IN
REFERENCING THE FIGURE BOTH WITHIN THE TEXT AND BY READERS WHO WISH TO LOCATE SPECIFIC VISUALS.

FIGURE TITLES IN CHICAGO STYLE

FOLLOWING THE FIGURE NUMBER, A CONCISE AND INFORMATIVE TITLE IS OFTEN INCLUDED. THE TITLE SHOULD BE BRIEF YET
DESCRIPTIVE, GIVING THE READER A QUICK UNDERSTANDING OF WHAT THE FIGURE REPRESENTS. WHILE NOT ALWAYS
MANDATORY, A TITLE IS HIGHLY RECOMMENDED FOR CLARITY. THE TITLE IS USUALLY PRESENTED IN TITLE CASE OR SENTENCE
CASE, DEPENDING ON THE SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS OF THE PUBLISHER OR JOURNAL, THOUGH SENTENCE CASE IS MORE COMMON FOR
CAPTIONS.

DescrIPTIVE TEXT FOR FIGURES

THE core OF A CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE CAPTION LIES IN ITS DESCRIPTIVE TEXT. THIS TEXT ELABORATES ON THE
CONTENT OF THE FIGURE, EXPLAINING ITS SIGNIFICANCE, HIGHLIGHTING KEY ELEMENTS, AND PROVIDING ANY NECESSARY
BACKGROUND INFORMATION. THE GOAL IS TO MAKE THE FIGURE UNDERSTANDABLE EVEN IF THE READER DOES NOT EXAMINE THE
VISUAL IN DETAIL. THIS SECTION CAN INCLUDE EXPLANATIONS OF DATA POINTS, DESCRIPTIONS OF WHAT IS DEPICTED, OR
INTERPRETATIONS OF THE VISUAL'S MEANING. CLARITY AND CONCISENESS ARE PARAMOUNT HERE, AVOIDING JARGON \WHERE
POSSIBLE OR DEFINING IT IF NECESSARY.

Source CITATION FOR FIGURES

W/HEN A FIGURE IS NOT ORIGINAL TO THE AUTHOR, PROPER CITATION IS ESSENTIAL. THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE
CAPTION FORMAT REQUIRES CLEAR ATTRIBUTION OF THE SOURCE. THIS TYPICALLY APPEARS AT THE END OF THE CAPTION,
OFTEN INTRODUCED BY “SOURCE:” OR SIMILAR PHRASING. THE CITATION SHOULD FOLLOW THE SAME BIBLIOGRAPHIC STYLE USED
THROUGHOUT THE REST OF THE DOCUMENT, PROVIDING ENOUGH INFORMATION FOR THE READER TO LOCATE THE ORIGINAL
SOURCE. IF THE FIGURE IS ADAPTED OR MODIFIED, THIS SHOULD ALSO BE CLEARLY STATED.

FORMATTING SPeCIFIC T YPES OF FIGURES

DIFFERENT TYPES OF VISUAL ELEMENTS REQUIRE SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO CAPTIONING. W/HILE THE CORE PRINCIPLES
REMAIN THE SAME, THE SPECIFIC CONTENT AND EMPHASIS OF THE DESCRIPTIVE TEXT MAY VARY. (UNDERSTANDING THESE NUANCES
ENSURES THAT EACH TYPE OF VISUAL IS PRESENTED IN THE MOST EFFECTIVE AND COMPLIANT MANNER ACCORDING TO THE
CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE CAPTION FORMAT.

PHOTOGRAPHS AND ILLUSTRATIONS

FOR PHOTOGRAPHS AND ILLUSTRATIONS, THE CAPTION SHOULD IDENTIFY THE SUBJECT MATTER, PROVIDE CONTEXT, AND NOTE
ANY SIGNIFICANT DETAILS. |F THE IMAGE IS A WORK OF ART, INFORMATION SUCH AS THE ARTIST, TITLE OF THE WORK, DATE,
MEDIUM, AND CURRENT LOCATION IS USUALLY INCLUDED IN THE CITATION. FOR SCIENTIFIC PHOTOGRAPHS, IDENTIFYING KEY



STRUCTURES OR PROCESSES DEPICTED IS CRUCIAL. THE ORIGIN OF THE IMAGE, WHETHER IT'S FROM A PERSONAL COLLECTION, A
MUSEUM, OR A STOCK IMAGE PROVIDER, MUST ALSO BE NOTED IF APPLICABLE.

GRAPHS AND CHARTS

GRAPHS AND CHARTS ARE TYPICALLY USED TO PRESENT QUANTITATIVE DATA. THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE
CAPTION FORMAT FOR THESE VISUALS SHOULD CLEARLY STATE WHAT THE AXES REPRESENT, THE UNITS OF MEASUREMENT, AND
THE DATA SOURCE. THE CAPTION CAN ALSO HIGHLIGHT KEY TRENDS, OUTLIERS, OR SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS DEPICTED IN THE GRAPH
OR CHART. |T IS IMPORTANT TO ENSURE THAT THE CAPTION COMPLEMENTS THE VISUAL WITHOUT SIMPLY RESTATING ALL THE
INFORMATION THAT IS VISUALLY PRESENT. THE TITLE OF A GRAPH OR CHART IS OFTEN MORE DESCRIPTIVE THAN FOR A
PHOTOGRAPH.

TABLES AS FIGURES

\W/HILE TABLES ARE OFTEN TREATED AS DISTINCT FROM FIGURES IN SOME STYLES, CHICAGO STYLE SOMETIMES CLASSIFIES THEM
AS FIGURES, ESPECIALLY IN CERTAIN CONTEXTS OR IF THEY ARE COMPLEX. W/HEN A TABLE IS PRESENTED AS A FIGURE, IT
RECEIVES A FIGURE NUMBER AND A CAPTION. THE CAPTION FOR A TABLE FUNCTIONING AS A FIGURE SHOULD INTRODUCE THE
TABLE, EXPLAIN ITS PURPOSE, AND PROVIDE ANY NECESSARY DEFINITIONS FOR ABBREVIATIONS OR SYMBOLS USED WITHIN THE
TABLE. THE DESCRIPTIVE TEXT SHOULD GUIDE THE READER ON HOW TO INTERPRET THE DATA PRESENTED.

BesT PrACTICES FOR CHICAGO MANUAL ofF STYLE FIGURE CAPTIONS

BEYOND THE STRUCTURAL REQUIREMENTS, CERTAIN BEST PRACTICES CAN SIGNIFICANTLY ENHANCE THE EFFECTIVENESS AND
PROFESSIONALISM OF YOUR FIGURE CAPTIONS. FOLLOWING THESE GUIDELINES ENSURES THAT YOUR VISUALS ARE NOT ONLY
CORRECTLY FORMATTED BUT ALSO CONTRIBUTE MEANINGFULLY TO YOUR WORK'S OVERALL MESSAGE AND READABILITY.

CLARITY AND CONCISENESS

CAPTIONS SHOULD BE AS CLEAR AND CONCISE AS POSSIBLE. AVOID UNNECESSARY JARGON OR OVERLY TECHNICAL LANGUAGE
UNLESS IT IS ESSENTIAL FOR UNDERSTANDING THE VISUAL. GET STRAIGHT TO THE POINT, PROVIDING THE MOST CRITICAL
INFORMATION UPFRONT. EVERY WORD IN A CAPTION SHOULD SERVE A PURPOSE, CONTRIBUTING TO THE READER’S
COMPREHENSION OF THE FIGURE.

ACCURACY AND DETAIL

THE INFORMATION PRESENTED IN A CAPTION MUST BE ACCURATE AND FACTUALLY CORRECT. ENSURE THAT ALL DETAILS,
INCLUDING NAMES, DATES, MEASUREMENTS, AND SOURCE ATTRIBUTIONS, ARE PRECISE. PROVIDE ENOUGH DETAIL FOR THE READER
TO UNDERSTAND THE VISUAL'S CONTEXT AND SIGNIFICANCE WITHOUT NEEDING TO CONSULT AN EXTERNAL SOURCE, UNLESS THE
SOURCE ITSELF IS THE PRIMARY FOCUS.

CONSISTENCY IN FORMATTING

MAINTAINING CONSISTENCY IN THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE CAPTION FORMAT THROUGHOUT YOUR DOCUMENT IS
VITAL. THIS INCLUDES THE NUMBERING SCHEME, CAPITALIZATION OF TITLES, PUNCTUATION, AND THE STYLE OF SOURCE



CITATIONS. INCONSISTENT FORMATTING CAN BE DISTRACTING AND DETRACT FROM THE PROFESSIONAL APPEARANCE OF YOUR
WORK. |F YOU ARE WORKING WITH A PUBLISHER, ALWAYS REFER TO THEIR SPECIFIC STYLE GUIDE FOR ANY VARIATIONS OR
ADDITIONAL REQUIREMENTS.

AvoIpING COMMON MISTAKES

COMMON MISTAKES INCLUDE OMITTING SOURCE CITATIONS, PROVIDING INSUFFICIENT DESCRIPTIVE TEXT, OR USING INCONSISTENT
NUMBERING. ANOTHER PITFALL IS ASSUMING THE READER WILL UNDERSTAND THE VISUAL WITHOUT ADEQUATE EXPLANATION.
ALWAYS REREAD YOUR CAPTIONS TO ENSURE THEY ARE COMPLETE, ACCURATE, AND EASY TO UNDERSTAND. DOUBLE-CHECK
THAT EVERY FIGURE IS REFERENCED IN THE TEXT AND VICE VERSA.

ADVANCED CONSIDERATIONS FOR FIGURE CAPTIONS

FOR MORE COMPLEX PROJECTS OR SPECIFIC TYPES OF PUBLICATIONS, THERE ARE ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR FIGURE
CAPTIONS THAT CAN FURTHER REFINE THEIR UTILITY AND ADHERENCE TO CHICAGO STYLE.

\WHEN A NOTE IS MoRe APPROPRIATE THAN A CAPTION

IN SOME INSTANCES, PARTICULARLY FOR VERY SIMPLE OR SELF-EXPLANATORY VISUALS, A FULL CAPTION MIGHT BE CONSIDERED
REDUNDANT. IN SUCH CASES, A BRIEF NOTE, OFTEN PLACED DIRECTLY BELOW THE FIGURE, MAY SUFFICE. HO\X/EVER, FOR MOST
ACADEMIC AND PROFESSIONAL WORKS, A DESCRIPTIVE CAPTION IS THE STANDARD. THE DECISION TO USE A NOTE INSTEAD OF A
CAPTION SHOULD BE GUIDED BY THE PUBLICATION'S STYLE MANUAL AND THE COMPLEXITY OF THE VISUAL.

HANDLING MULTIPLE FIGURES IN A SERIES

\W/HEN PRESENTING A SERIES OF RELATED FIGURES (E.G., FIGURE -|A, -|B/ ]C), THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE CAPTION
FORMAT REQUIRES CAREFUL ORGANIZATION. EACH SUB-FIGURE SHOULD HAVE ITS OWN DESIGNATION (A/ B, C) AND A CONCISE
DESCRIPTION. A MAIN CAPTION FOR THE OVERALL FIGURE (E.G., FIGURE ]) CAN PROVIDE AN OVERARCHING EXPLANATION,
FOLLOWED BY INDIVIDUAL DESCRIPTIONS FOR EACH PART. THIS ALLOWS FOR BOTH A GENERAL UNDERSTANDING OF THE SERIES
AND SPECIFIC DETAILS ABOUT EACH COMPONENT.

REFERENCING FIGURES IN THE TEXT

FIGURES ARE TYPICALLY REFERENCED IN THE TEXT BY THEIR NUMBER, SUCH AS “(SEE FIGURE 1) OR “AS SHOWN IN FIGURE 2.”
ENSURE THAT EVERY FIGURE IN YOUR DOCUMENT IS REFERENCED AT LEAST ONCE IN THE MAIN TEXT. THIS DIRECTS THE READER’S
ATTENTION TO THE VISUAL AND INTEGRATES IT INTO YOUR ARGUMENT OR NARRATIVE. THE PLACEMENT OF THE REFERENCE IN THE
TEXT SHOULD GENERALLY BE CLOSE TO WHERE THE FIGURE IS DISCUSSED.

SpPecIAL CASES: ARTWORK AND HiSTORICAL IMAGES

W/HEN INCORPORATING ARTWORK OR HISTORICAL IMAGES, THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE CAPTION FORMAT OFTEN
REQUIRES MORE DETAILED BIBLIOGRAPHIC INFORMATION. THIS CAN INCLUDE THE ARTIST, TITLE, DATE, MEDIUM, DIMENSIONS,
COLLECTION OR ARCHIVE WHERE IT IS HOUSED, AND ACCESSION NUMBER. THE SOURCE CITATION BECOMES PARTICULARLY
IMPORTANT FOR COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL, AND PERMISSIONS MIGHT NEED TO BE NOTED.



ENSURING ACCESSIBILITY OF VISUALS

W/HILE NOT STRICTLY PART OF THE CAPTION FORMATTING ITSELF, CONSIDERING ACCESSIBILITY IS A MODERN BEST PRACTICE.
CAPTIONS SHOULD BE WRITTEN IN A WAY THAT IS UNDERSTANDABLE TO INDIVIDUALS WITH VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS, POTENTIALLY
IN CONJUNCTION WITH SCREEN READER SOFTW ARE. PROVIDING DESCRIPTIVE ALT TEXT FOR DIGITAL IMAGES IS ALSO AN
IMPORTANT CONSIDERATION FOR BROADER ACCESSIBILITY, THOUGH THIS IS OFTEN A TECHNICAL IMPLEMENTATION RATHER THAN
A DIRECT CMOS CAPTIONING RULE.

BY DILIGENTLY APPLYING THESE PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICES, YOU CAN ENSURE THAT YOUR FIGURES ARE PRESENTED WITH THE
UTMOST CLARITY AND PROFESSIONALISM, FULLY COMPLIANT WITH THE ESTABLISHED STANDARDS OF THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF
STYLE FIGURE CAPTION FORMAT.

QZ \WHAT IS THE PRIMARY PURPOSE OF A FIGURE CAPTION IN CHICAGO STYLE?

A: THE PRIMARY PURPOSE OF A FIGURE CAPTION IN CHICAGO STYLE IS TO IDENTIFY, DESCRIBE, AND PROVIDE CONTEXT FOR
VISUAL ELEMENTS SUCH AS PHOTOGRAPHS, ILLUSTRATIONS, GRAPHS, AND CHARTS. |T ENSURES THAT READERS CAN
UNDERSTAND THE CONTENT AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE VISUAL, EVEN WHEN VIEWED INDEPENDENTLY OF THE MAIN TEXT.

Q: How ARE FIGURES NUMBERED IN THE CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE?

A: FIGURES IN CHICAGO STYLE ARE TYPICALLY NUMBERED SEQUENTIALLY, STARTING WITH “FIGURE 17 AND CONTINUING
THROUGHOUT THE DOCUMENT. FOR LONGER WORKS WITH CHAPTERS OR SECTIONS, FIGURES MAY BE NUMBERED WITH A PREFIX,
SUCH AS “FIGURE 1.1” FOR THE FIRST FIGURE IN CHAPTER ONE.

QZ MUST EVERY FIGURE CAPTION INCLUDE A SOURCE CITATION?

A: YES, IF A FIGURE IS NOT ORIGINAL TO THE AUTHOR, ITS SOURCE MUST BE CITED WITHIN THE CAPTION. THIS IS A CRUCIAL
ASPECT OF ACADEMIC INTEGRITY AND ALLOWS READERS TO LOCATE THE ORIGINAL MATERIAL.

Q: WHAT IS THE TYPICAL ORDER OF ELEMENTS IN A CHICAGO STYLE FIGURE CAPTION?

A: A TYpiCAL CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE FIGURE CAPTION FORMAT INCLUDES THE FIGURE NUMBER, FOLLOWED BY A TITLE
(OFTEN OPTIONAL BUT RECOMMENDED)/ THEN DESCRIPTIVE TEXT, AND FINALLY, THE SOURCE CITATION IF APPLICABLE.

Q: How sHoULD | FORMAT THE DESCRIPTIVE TEXT OF A CHICAGO STYLE FIGURE
CAPTION?

A: THE DESCRIPTIVE TEXT SHOULD BE CLEAR, CONCISE, AND INFORMATIVE, EXPLAINING THE FIGURE'S CONTENT AND SIGNIFICANCE.
[T SHOULD PROVIDE NECESSARY BACKGROUND INFORMATION AND HIGHLIGHT KEY ASPECTS WITHOUT BEING OVERLY VERBOSE.
SENTENCE CASE IS COMMONLY USED FOR THIS DESCRIPTIVE TEXT.

Q: ARE THERE DIFFERENT CAPTIONING RULES FOR GRAPHS VERSUS PHOTOGRAPHS IN
CHICAGO STYLE?

A: WHILE THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES REMAIN THE SAME, THE SPECIFIC CONTENT OF THE DESCRIPTIVE TEXT WILL VARY. For
GRAPHS AND CHARTS, THE CAPTION SHOULD EXPLAIN THE AXES, UNITS, AND DATA SOURCES, WHEREAS FOR PHOTOGRAPHS, IT
MIGHT IDENTIFY SUBJECTS AND SETTINGS.



Q: WHAT ARE COMMON ERRORS TO AVOID WHEN FORMATTING CHICAGO STYLE FIGURE
CAPTIONS?

A: COMMON ERRORS INCLUDE OMITTING SOURCE CITATIONS, PROVIDING INSUFFICIENT DESCRIPTIVE TEXT, INCONSISTENT
NUMBERING OR FORMATTING, AND ASSUMING THE READER UNDERSTANDS THE VISUAL WITHOUT EXPLANATION.

Q: \W/HEN MIGHT A SIMPLE NOTE BE USED INSTEAD OF A FULL CHICAGO MANUAL OF
STYLE FIGURE CAPTION?

A: A NOTE MIGHT BE CONSIDERED FOR VERY SIMPLE OR SELF-EXPLANATORY VISUALS WHERE A FULL CAPTION IS DEEMED
REDUNDANT. HO\)VEVER, FOR MOST ACADEMIC AND PROFESSIONAL WORKS, A DESCRIPTIVE CAPTION IS THE STANDARD AND
PREFERRED APPROACH.

Q: How DO | HANDLE MULTIPLE FIGURES LABELED AS PARTS (E.G., FIGURE 1A, 18)?

A: FOR A SERIES OF FIGURES (E.G., FIGURE 1A, T8, 1C), EACH PART SHOULD HAVE ITS OWN DESIGNATION AND A BRIEF
DESCRIPTION. A MAIN CAPTION FOR THE OVERALL FIGURE (FIGURE 1) CAN PROVIDE AN OVERARCHING EXPLANATION, FOLLOWED
BY INDIVIDUAL DESCRIPTIONS FOR EACH SUB-FIGURE.
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