
chicago manual of style figure caption placement in

theses

The Chicago Manual of Style figure caption placement in theses is a critical element of academic

writing that ensures clarity, consistency, and professional presentation. Adhering to the guidelines set

forth by the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) for figures and their captions is paramount for any

scholar submitting a thesis or dissertation. This article delves deep into the intricacies of this topic,

exploring not just the placement but also the formatting, numbering, and content requirements that

define a well-executed figure in academic work. Understanding these nuances will help researchers

present their data and visual information in a manner that is both compliant and effective, enhancing

the overall readability and credibility of their research. We will cover the fundamental rules for captions,

discuss their placement relative to the figures, and offer insights into common pitfalls and best

practices.
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Understanding Chicago Manual of Style Figure Caption

Placement

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a comprehensive set of guidelines for academic



formatting, and figure caption placement is no exception. Proper placement and formatting of figures

and their accompanying captions are essential for readers to easily understand the visual information

presented in a thesis or dissertation. This understanding is not merely about aesthetics; it directly

impacts the flow of information and the researcher's ability to effectively communicate their findings.

Deviating from these established norms can lead to confusion and diminish the impact of the visual

data.

When a thesis is being reviewed, the clarity and professionalism of its presentation are often as

important as the research itself. Figures, whether they are graphs, charts, images, or illustrations,

serve to elucidate complex data or concepts. The caption acts as a key to unlock the meaning of these

visuals, and its placement is instrumental in this process. Therefore, a thorough grasp of CMOS

standards for figure caption placement is indispensable for any graduate student or academic

researcher.

General Guidelines for Figure Captions

Chicago Manual of Style figure caption placement adheres to specific principles designed for ease of

comprehension and standardization across academic disciplines. Generally, captions are typed directly

below the figure they describe, with a single space separating the caption from the figure itself. This

proximity ensures that the reader can immediately connect the text to the visual element. The caption

should be concise yet informative, providing enough detail for the reader to understand the figure

without needing to consult the main text extensively.

The initial phrase of a figure caption typically includes the word "Figure" followed by its Arabic numeral

(e.g., "Figure 1."). This is then followed by a period, and the descriptive text of the caption begins. The

descriptive text should be clear, specific, and provide essential context. It might include a title for the

figure, followed by a more detailed explanation of the data presented, the methodology used to

generate the figure, or any specific elements that warrant attention. The overall goal is to make the

figure understandable in isolation, or at least to provide sufficient context for its interpretation within the



thesis.

Elements of a Standard Figure Caption

A well-constructed figure caption typically comprises several key components. These elements work

together to provide a complete picture of the visual data. Understanding each part helps in crafting

effective captions.

Figure Number: As mentioned, this is the initial designation, such as "Figure 1."

Descriptive Title (Optional but Recommended): A brief, informative title that encapsulates the

figure's main point.

Detailed Explanation: This is the core of the caption, explaining what the figure depicts, any

variables involved, units of measurement, and the significance of the data shown.

Source (if applicable): If the figure is adapted or reprinted from another source, proper citation is

mandatory within the caption.

Notes or Legends (if applicable): Additional information, such as abbreviations used in the figure

or specific data points, can be included here.

Formatting Conventions for Captions

The Chicago Manual of Style also dictates specific formatting for figure captions. Consistency in font,

size, and spacing is crucial. Typically, captions are set in the same font as the main body of the thesis,



but often in a slightly smaller point size. Double-spacing is usually applied to the main text of the

thesis, but captions might be single-spaced, with a double space separating them from the preceding

and succeeding text or figures. It is always advisable to consult the specific formatting requirements of

the institution or department for which the thesis is being prepared, as they may have their own

interpretations or additions to CMOS guidelines.

Placement of Figures and Captions

The placement of figures and their captions in a thesis is a matter of both convention and practical

consideration. While the general rule places captions below figures, there are nuances to consider

regarding where the figure itself should appear within the document. Ideally, figures and their captions

should be placed as close as possible to the first mention of them in the main text. This proximity

minimizes reader disruption and aids in immediate comprehension.

However, in a thesis, it is often impractical to embed every figure directly within the text where it is first

referenced due to layout constraints, especially if the figures are large or complex. In such cases,

CMOS allows for figures to be grouped together at the end of a chapter, at the end of the entire

document, or within an appendix. When figures are grouped, each figure must still be preceded by its

caption, maintaining the established below-figure placement. Clear cross-referencing in the main text is

essential to guide the reader to the correct figure.

Inline Placement vs. End-of-Chapter Placement

The decision between placing figures inline or at the end of a chapter often depends on the nature of

the thesis and the specific requirements of the academic institution. Inline placement, where a figure

appears on the same page as its first textual reference, offers the most seamless reading experience.

This is feasible for smaller figures or when layout allows.



When figures are numerous, large, or would disrupt the flow of the prose if placed inline, end-of-

chapter placement or grouping in an appendix becomes a more practical solution. In these scenarios,

the figure and its caption should still appear together. The preceding text should clearly indicate that

the reader will find the relevant figure and caption following the discussion. For instance, a sentence

like, "The results are illustrated in Figure 2 (see Appendix A for figure)." might be used, with Appendix

A containing Figure 2 and its caption.

Handling Large or Complex Figures

Large or complex figures, such as detailed schematics, intricate data visualizations, or extensive tables

formatted as figures, require special consideration for Chicago Manual of Style figure caption

placement. These may need to be formatted in landscape orientation to fit the page dimensions. The

caption should still follow the figure, even if the figure is presented sideways. In such cases, the

caption would be oriented to read from the bottom of the page upwards, aligning with the rotated

figure. This ensures legibility and adherence to formatting standards.

Numbering Figures and Captions

Consistent and logical numbering of figures and their captions is a cornerstone of academic

documentation according to CMOS. This numbering system allows for easy referencing within the text,

in bibliographies, and for readers navigating the document. The standard practice is to use Arabic

numerals.

Figures are typically numbered consecutively throughout the entire thesis. For example, the first figure

encountered is "Figure 1," the second is "Figure 2," and so on. Some institutions or disciplines might

prefer a chapter-based numbering system, such as "Figure 1.1" for the first figure in Chapter 1, "Figure

1.2" for the second in Chapter 1, and "Figure 2.1" for the first figure in Chapter 2. It is imperative to

confirm which numbering convention is mandated by the thesis guidelines.



Sequential vs. Chapter-Based Numbering

The choice between sequential and chapter-based numbering impacts how figures are referenced and

organized. Sequential numbering (1, 2, 3...) is straightforward and can be advantageous if figures are

consolidated in an appendix. Chapter-based numbering (1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2...) provides a clear indication

of the figure's location within the thesis structure, which can be helpful for readers trying to locate

specific visuals related to a particular chapter's content.

Regardless of the chosen method, the numbering must be clearly indicated in the caption itself and in

any in-text citations referring to the figure. For example, if referring to the fifth figure sequentially, the

text would state, "as shown in Figure 5." If using chapter-based numbering and referring to a figure in

Chapter 3, it would be "as depicted in Figure 3.2." Consistency is the key principle guiding this aspect

of Chicago Manual of Style figure caption placement.

Cross-Referencing Figures in Text

Effective cross-referencing is vital for the usability of any thesis containing figures. When a figure is

mentioned in the main text, it must be referenced by its assigned number. For instance, "The data

collected revealed a significant upward trend (see Figure 3)." This prompts the reader to locate Figure

3 to understand the visual representation of the trend. It is good practice to introduce a figure in the

text before it appears, briefly explaining its relevance and what the reader should look for.

Conversely, every figure that appears in the thesis must be referenced at least once in the main body

of the text. Figures that are not mentioned in the text, even if included, can be considered extraneous.

This ensures that all visual elements contribute meaningfully to the overall argument and narrative of

the research. The integration of textual discussion with visual aids is a fundamental aspect of

persuasive academic writing, and proper cross-referencing is the bridge that connects them.



Content of Figure Captions

The content of a figure caption is arguably its most critical component. It serves as the interpretative

key, enabling readers to understand the visual information presented. A well-written caption goes

beyond merely identifying the figure; it provides context, explains key elements, and highlights the

significance of the data or image.

According to the Chicago Manual of Style, a figure caption should be self-explanatory to a reasonable

degree. This means that a reader should be able to grasp the essence of the figure's content and

purpose without having to refer back to the main text. This principle is especially important when

figures are grouped separately from the text, such as in an appendix or at the end of a chapter.

Therefore, clarity, conciseness, and completeness are paramount in caption composition.

Providing Necessary Context and Explanation

Every figure caption should provide sufficient context for the visual. This includes defining any

abbreviations or symbols used within the figure, explaining the axes of a graph (including units), and

describing the experimental conditions or data sources. For example, a caption for a graph might read,

"Figure 4. Mean response time (ms) across three experimental conditions (A, B, C). Error bars

represent standard deviation. N = 25 per condition."

If the figure illustrates a process or a phenomenon, the caption should describe it clearly. If it presents

results from an experiment, the caption should highlight the key findings or trends visible in the figure.

The level of detail required will vary depending on the complexity of the figure and the disciplinary

norms. However, the underlying goal remains to facilitate understanding and avoid ambiguity.



Citing Sources for Figures

When a figure is not original work but is taken from another published source, a complete citation is

mandatory within the caption. This is a crucial aspect of academic integrity and copyright compliance.

The citation should clearly indicate the original source, allowing readers to find the material if needed.

The format of the citation within the caption should generally follow the style used in the thesis's

bibliography or reference list, although specific requirements might vary.

A common approach is to include a note at the end of the caption, often starting with "Source:" or

"Reprinted from:", followed by the bibliographic information. For example, "Figure 7. Comparison of

population growth rates in urban versus rural areas. Data adapted from Smith (2019). Source: Smith,

J. (2019). Urbanization Trends. Journal of Societal Studies, 45(2), 112-130." This ensures that all

borrowed material is properly attributed.

Exceptions and Special Cases

While the Chicago Manual of Style provides clear guidelines for figure caption placement and

formatting, certain situations may warrant exceptions or special considerations. These often arise due

to the nature of the research, the type of figures used, or specific institutional requirements. Being

aware of these exceptions allows for flexibility while still maintaining academic rigor and clarity.

One common area of exception involves tables that are presented as figures. Although CMOS

distinguishes between tables and figures, sometimes complex tabular data might be best presented as

an image file, making it function as a figure. In such cases, the same rules for figure caption

placement and numbering would apply. Another instance might be the inclusion of multimedia

elements or interactive figures in a digital thesis, which may have their own specific formatting and

captioning conventions that build upon the fundamental principles of CMOS.



Handling Equations as Figures

Mathematical equations, especially complex ones, are often treated as figures in academic writing.

When an equation is too lengthy or intricate to be displayed effectively within the main text, it can be

presented as a standalone figure. In this scenario, Chicago Manual of Style figure caption placement

dictates that the equation itself should be centered on the page, followed by its caption. The caption

for an equation-based figure might simply state "Equation 1" followed by a brief explanation of the

equation's purpose or its significance within the research.

The numbering for such equation-figures typically follows the same convention as other figures in the

thesis, whether sequential or chapter-based. For example, it could be "Figure 8" or "Figure 3.4." The

key is to ensure that the caption clearly identifies the equation and its role in the context of the thesis,

aiding the reader's understanding and the overall coherence of the document.

Figures in Appendices

Figures included in appendices often serve as supplementary material that supports the main text but

does not require immediate integration within the narrative flow. When placing figures in appendices,

the Chicago Manual of Style figure caption placement guidelines still apply. Each figure within an

appendix should have its own distinct caption placed directly beneath it. Furthermore, figures in

appendices are typically numbered separately from the main body of the thesis.

For instance, figures in Appendix A might be numbered A.1, A.2, A.3, and so on. This allows for clear

differentiation and referencing. The main text should direct the reader to the specific appendix where

the relevant figures can be found. This organization helps maintain the clarity and readability of the

main thesis while providing access to detailed supplementary visual data. When grouping figures in an

appendix, it is still best practice to keep each figure and its caption together.



Best Practices for Figure Caption Placement

Beyond the strict rules of the Chicago Manual of Style, adopting certain best practices can significantly

enhance the effectiveness and professionalism of figure caption placement in a thesis. These practices

focus on clarity, consistency, and reader experience, aiming to make the visual elements as impactful

as possible.

One of the most important best practices is to ensure that every figure is directly relevant to the text

and is introduced before it appears. This prevents figures from seeming arbitrary or extraneous.

Furthermore, captions should be written with the intended audience in mind, avoiding overly technical

jargon where simpler language suffices, while still maintaining scientific precision. Proofreading

captions meticulously for errors in grammar, spelling, and punctuation is also a critical step that is

often overlooked.

Ensuring Readability and Clarity

To maximize readability, figure captions should be kept as concise as possible while still providing all

necessary information. Overly long captions can be off-putting and detract from the visual itself. Using

clear and direct language is essential. If a figure requires extensive explanation, consider whether

some of that explanation might be better integrated into the main text rather than burdening the

caption.

Formatting plays a key role in readability as well. Ensure that the font size and style of the captions

are consistent with the rest of the document and that there is adequate spacing between the figure,

the caption, and surrounding text. A visually cluttered presentation can hinder comprehension,

regardless of how well-written the caption content is.



Consistency in Formatting and Referencing

The most crucial best practice for Chicago Manual of Style figure caption placement is unwavering

consistency. This applies to numbering, formatting, capitalization, punctuation, and the style of in-text

references. Inconsistency can be distracting and may lead reviewers to question the overall attention

to detail in the thesis. Create a style sheet or checklist for yourself to ensure that every figure and

caption adheres to the chosen conventions throughout the document.

Regularly review your figures and captions to catch any deviations from the established style. This

diligence in maintaining consistency not only adheres to CMOS guidelines but also contributes to a

polished and professional presentation of your research, earning greater credibility with your readers

and examiners.









Q: What is the primary rule for placing figure captions according to the

Chicago Manual of Style?

A: The primary rule is that figure captions should be placed directly below the figure they describe,

with a clear separation between the figure and its caption.

Q: Can figures and their captions be placed at the end of a chapter or

in an appendix?

A: Yes, if practical considerations prevent inline placement, figures and their captions can be grouped

at the end of a chapter or in an appendix, but they must remain together.

Q: How should figures be numbered in a thesis following the Chicago

Manual of Style?

A: Figures are typically numbered using Arabic numerals sequentially throughout the entire thesis (e.g.,

Figure 1, Figure 2). Some institutions may prefer chapter-based numbering (e.g., Figure 1.1, Figure

1.2).

Q: What essential information should be included in a figure caption?

A: A figure caption should include the figure number, a descriptive title (optional but recommended), a

detailed explanation of the figure's content, and a source citation if the figure is not original work.

Q: Are there specific formatting requirements for figure captions?

A: While CMOS doesn't prescribe a specific font size, captions are usually in the same font as the

main text but often a point size smaller. They should be consistently formatted in terms of spacing and

alignment.



Q: How should equations be handled if they are too complex for inline

text?

A: Complex equations can be treated as figures, centered on the page and followed by a caption that

identifies it as an equation-figure and explains its purpose.

Q: What is the significance of citing the source of a figure within the

caption?

A: Citing the source is crucial for academic integrity, copyright compliance, and allowing readers to

locate the original material. It prevents plagiarism.

Q: Should every figure in a thesis be referenced in the main text?

A: Yes, it is a best practice and often a requirement that every figure included in a thesis must be

referenced at least once in the main body of the text.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style advise on handling figures in

appendices?

A: Figures in appendices should follow the same caption placement rules (below the figure) and are

typically numbered separately, often with an appendix designation (e.g., Figure A.1).

Q: What is considered a best practice for ensuring the clarity of a

figure caption?

A: Best practices include keeping captions concise yet informative, using clear language, defining any

abbreviations or symbols, and ensuring adequate spacing for readability.
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