chicago manual of style figure formatting
guidelines

chicago manual of style figure formatting guidelines are essential for ensuring clarity, consistency,
and professionalism in academic and professional writing. Adhering to these guidelines not only
enhances the visual appeal of your document but also facilitates the reader's understanding of
complex data and concepts presented through figures, illustrations, and tables. This comprehensive
guide delves into the intricacies of figure preparation, placement, numbering, captioning, and
referencing as prescribed by the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), offering practical advice for
authors and editors. Understanding these formatting rules is crucial for anyone aiming to produce
polished, publishable work that meets rigorous academic and editorial standards.

Table of Contents

Understanding Chicago Manual of Style Figure Formatting
Types of Figures and Their Chicago Style Treatment
Preparing Figures for Publication

Placement and Referencing of Figures

Numbering and Captioning Figures

Best Practices for Chicago Style Figure Formatting

Common Pitfalls to Avoid in Chicago Style Figure Formatting
Advanced Considerations for Figures in Chicago Style

Understanding Chicago Manual of Style Figure
Formatting

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a detailed framework for presenting visual elements
within a document, ensuring that figures are not only aesthetically pleasing but also effectively
communicate their intended message. Proper figure formatting is a cornerstone of clear scholarly
communication, allowing readers to readily interpret data, illustrations, charts, and graphs.
Adhering to the chicago manual of style figure formatting guidelines signifies a commitment to
precision and professionalism, which is particularly important in academic publishing, technical
writing, and research papers.

These guidelines cover a wide spectrum of considerations, from the initial preparation of an image
file to its final integration into the text. They aim to standardize the presentation of visual aids
across different publications and disciplines, making it easier for readers to navigate and understand
complex information. This standardization is achieved through consistent rules regarding
numbering, captioning, labeling, and referencing, ensuring that every visual element serves its
purpose without causing confusion.

Types of Figures and Their Chicago Style Treatment



Chicago style recognizes various types of visual representations, each requiring specific attention to
detail in formatting. Understanding these distinctions is the first step toward correctly implementing
the chicago manual of style figure formatting guidelines. The primary goal is always to ensure

that each figure is presented in a manner that maximizes its clarity and impact within the text.

Illustrations and Photographs

[lustrations, which can include drawings, diagrams, maps, and photographs, must be reproduced
with sufficient resolution to be clear. Chicago style emphasizes that all labels and annotations within
these figures should be legible. For photographs, the quality of the image is paramount, and any
cropping or adjustment should be done thoughtfully to preserve the integrity of the visual
information. If complex details are present, it may be necessary to zoom in or provide supplementary
views.

Graphs and Charts

Graphs and charts are critical for visualizing data. According to the chicago manual of style
figure formatting guidelines, these elements must be clean, uncluttered, and easy to read. Axis
labels should be clear and concise, units of measurement should be indicated, and legends should be
unambiguous. The use of color should be considered carefully; while color can enhance clarity, it
should not be the sole means of conveying information, as not all readers may have access to color
displays or printers.

Tables

While often treated separately, tables are also a form of visual data presentation and fall under the
broader umbrella of figures in some contexts. Chicago style dictates that tables should be well-
organized, with clear headings for columns and rows. The data within tables should be presented
consistently, and any necessary footnotes or explanations should be provided. The distinction
between a table and a figure is important, as they have distinct formatting requirements in CMOS.

Preparing Figures for Publication

The preparation phase is critical for ensuring that figures meet the technical and aesthetic
requirements of publication. Following the chicago manual of style figure formatting
guidelines at this stage saves considerable time and effort later in the editorial process. High-
quality figures are integral to the overall quality of a work.



Resolution and File Formats

For digital submission, figures should typically be provided in high resolution to ensure clarity when
printed. Common recommended formats include TIFF or EPS for line art and photographs, and
sometimes high-quality JPEG. Vector-based formats are often preferred for graphs and diagrams as
they scale without loss of quality. The specific requirements can vary depending on the publisher,
but generally, a resolution of 300 dpi at the intended print size is a good standard for photographic
images.

Clarity and Readability of Labels

All text within a figure, including labels, captions, and legends, must be legible at the final printed
size. This means choosing appropriate font sizes and styles that are consistent with the main text of
the document. Avoid overly small fonts or decorative typefaces that can hinder readability. Ensure
that any abbreviations used are either standard or defined within the figure or its caption.

Color Considerations

When using color in figures, it is essential to consider accessibility and reproduction. While color can
greatly enhance a figure's effectiveness, it should not be relied upon as the only way to distinguish
between different data sets or elements. CMOS suggests that if color is used, it should be
accompanied by other distinguishing features, such as patterns or different line styles, to ensure
that the figure remains understandable in black and white or grayscale. Authors should also be
aware of how colors might appear when printed, as digital displays and printing processes can differ
significantly.

Placement and Referencing of Figures

The placement and referencing of figures within the text are crucial for guiding the reader and
ensuring that visual information is understood in context. The chicago manual of style figure
formatting guidelines provide clear instructions on how to integrate figures seamlessly into the
narrative.

Integrating Figures into the Text

Figures should ideally be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the text. This proximity
allows readers to refer to the visual aid immediately after it is introduced. If a figure is too large to
fit comfortably on a single page, it should be placed on the following page. The text should introduce
the figure and then refer to it using its number, for example, "As shown in figure 1..." or "... (see fig.
1)."



In-Text Citations and References

When referencing a figure from another source, it must be treated as a citation. The CMOS author-
date or notes-bibliography system should be used to provide full bibliographic details for the source.
The caption of a borrowed figure should include a credit line indicating the original source, following
the standard citation format relevant to the chosen system.

Numbering and Captioning Figures

Consistent numbering and informative captions are vital for organizing and understanding figures.
The chicago manual of style figure formatting guidelines offer a standardized approach to
these elements, ensuring clarity and ease of reference.

Figure Numbering

Figures are typically numbered consecutively throughout the document using Arabic numerals. For
example, the first figure is labeled "Figure 1," the second "Figure 2," and so on. If the document is
divided into parts or chapters, some style guides may suggest renumbering figures within each part
or chapter (e.g., Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2), but standard continuous numbering is more common unless
specified otherwise by the publisher. Always ensure consistency in how numbers are presented (e.g.,
"Figure 1" versus "fig. 1"). CMOS generally prefers "Figure" capitalized when used as a standalone
label.

Crafting Effective Captions

A figure caption should provide a concise yet comprehensive explanation of the visual content. It
should include enough information for the reader to understand the figure without having to read
the main text, though it should also encourage them to do so for deeper context. A good caption
typically begins with the figure number and a descriptive title, followed by explanatory text. If the
figure includes abbreviations or symbols, they should be defined in the caption or within the figure
itself. For borrowed figures, the caption must include a credit line acknowledging the original
source.

¢ The figure number should be clearly displayed.

¢ A descriptive title should summarize the figure's content.

e Explanatory text should elaborate on key elements.

¢ Definitions for abbreviations and symbols should be provided.

¢ Credit lines are mandatory for borrowed figures.



Best Practices for Chicago Style Figure Formatting

Adhering to best practices ensures that your figures not only meet the chicago manual of style
figure formatting guidelines but also contribute effectively to your work's overall quality and
readability. These practices focus on clarity, consistency, and reader comprehension.

Consistency in Style

Maintain a consistent style for all figures throughout your document. This includes the use of fonts,
line weights, color palettes, and the overall layout. Consistency helps create a professional and
cohesive appearance, making it easier for readers to process the information presented visually.

Simplicity and Clarity

Prioritize simplicity and clarity in all figures. Avoid cluttering figures with unnecessary elements,
distracting backgrounds, or overly complex designs. The primary purpose of a figure is to convey
information effectively, and simplicity often aids in achieving this goal. Ensure that the key message
of the figure is immediately apparent.

Accessibility

Design figures with accessibility in mind. As mentioned earlier, avoid relying solely on color to
differentiate data. Consider using patterns, textures, or varying line styles. Ensure that text is large
enough to be read comfortably. For authors submitting to publishers, checking specific accessibility
guidelines is always recommended.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid in Chicago Style Figure
Formatting

Navigating the chicago manual of style figure formatting guidelines can present challenges,
and certain common mistakes can detract from the professionalism of a document. Awareness of
these pitfalls can help authors avoid them.

Poor Resolution Images



Using images with insufficient resolution is a frequent issue. Low-resolution images appear pixelated
or blurry when printed, making them difficult to interpret and unprofessional. Always ensure that
images meet the required dpi specifications for print or digital publication.

Inconsistent Numbering and Labeling

Inconsistent numbering (e.g., skipping numbers, restarting numbering incorrectly) or labeling within
figures and their captions can confuse readers and suggest a lack of attention to detail. Meticulously
check all figure numbers and labels for accuracy and consistency.

Overly Complex Figures

Figures that are too busy, contain too much information, or use confusing visual elements can
overwhelm the reader. Simplify figures to highlight the most important data or concepts. If a
complex idea requires multiple visuals, consider breaking it down into several simpler figures.

Misplaced or Missing References

Failing to properly reference borrowed figures or misplacing in-text references to figures are
common errors. Ensure every external figure is correctly cited in the caption and referenced in the
text according to the chosen CMOS citation style.

Advanced Considerations for Figures in Chicago Style

Beyond the fundamental rules, several advanced considerations can elevate the quality of figures
presented according to Chicago style. These aspects often come into play during the later stages of
writing and editing, or when dealing with complex projects.

Interactive Figures

In digital publications, interactive figures can offer enhanced engagement. While CMOS primarily
addresses print, digital formats may allow for interactive elements like tooltips or zoom functions.
When incorporating these, ensure the underlying data and core message remain accessible and
clear without the interactive features.

Figure Order and Flow



The strategic placement and ordering of figures can significantly impact the narrative flow of a
document. Consider how the sequence of your figures guides the reader through the information.
Figures should generally be introduced in the order they appear, building upon previously presented
concepts or data.

Integration with Tables

Sometimes, data can be presented effectively in either a table or a figure. The decision should be
based on what best communicates the information. Tables are often better for precise numerical
data lookup, while figures excel at showing trends, relationships, and patterns. Ensure that figures
and tables do not duplicate information unnecessarily, and that their presentation styles are
consistent with each other and the overall document.

FAQ

Q: What is the general approach of the Chicago Manual of
Style regarding the placement of figures?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) generally recommends placing figures as close as possible
to their first mention in the text. This proximity ensures that readers can easily access and consult
the visual aid when it is being discussed, improving the flow and comprehension of the material. If a
figure is too large to fit on the same page as its initial reference, it should be placed on the
immediately following page.

Q: How should figures be numbered according to the Chicago
Manual of Style?

A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, figures are typically numbered consecutively using
Arabic numerals throughout the entire document (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3). In some cases,
particularly in longer works divided into parts or chapters, figures might be numbered sequentially
within each part or chapter (e.g., Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2). Consistency in this numbering scheme is
paramount, and authors should adhere to the publisher's specific requirements if they differ.

Q: What information should be included in a figure caption
according to CMOS guidelines?

A: A figure caption in Chicago style should begin with the word "Figure" followed by its number
(e.g., "Figure 1."). It should then include a concise but descriptive title that summarizes the content
of the figure. Following the title, there should be explanatory text that elaborates on the key
elements, data, or concepts presented in the figure, providing context and clarifying any
abbreviations, symbols, or specialized terminology used within the visual.



Q: What are the requirements for figures borrowed from other
sources under the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: When using a figure from another source, the Chicago Manual of Style requires that a credit line
be included within the figure caption. This credit line acknowledges the original source and should
follow the appropriate citation format (either author-date or notes-bibliography system) as dictated
by the overall style of the document. Proper citation is crucial to avoid plagiarism and give credit to
the original creators.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the use of
color in figures?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style advises caution regarding the use of color in figures, particularly
when a work might be reproduced in black and white or grayscale. While color can enhance clarity,
it should not be the sole means of conveying essential information. CMOS suggests that if color is
used, it should be supplemented with other visual cues, such as patterns, textures, or different line
styles, to ensure that the figure remains understandable and informative across various reproduction
formats.

Q: What is the recommended resolution for digital figures
intended for publication using Chicago style?

A: For digital figures intended for print publication, the Chicago Manual of Style generally
recommends a resolution of at least 300 dpi (dots per inch) at the intended final print size. For line
art, vector-based formats like EPS are often preferred as they can be scaled without loss of quality.
For photographic images, high-quality TIFF or JPEG files are typically acceptable. Always confirm
specific resolution and file format requirements with the publisher, as these can vary.

Q: When referring to a figure in the text, how should it be
formatted according to CMOS?

A: When referring to a figure within the text, the Chicago Manual of Style typically uses the full
word "Figure" followed by its Arabic numeral, for example, "Figure 1." If the figure is being referred
to parenthetically or as a shorthand, "fig." might be used, but consistency is key. The reference
should lead the reader to the relevant visual aid for illustration or support of the text.
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