
chicago manual of style figure numbering according
to cmos

chicago manual of style figure numbering according to cmos is a crucial aspect of academic and professional
writing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and reader comprehension. Proper figure numbering, along with
captions and references, forms a vital part of effective visual communication within a document. This
article delves deeply into the Chicago Manual of Style's guidelines for numbering figures, tables, and other
illustrative elements, providing a comprehensive understanding of best practices. We will explore the core
principles of sequential numbering, the nuances of different numbering schemes, and how to seamlessly
integrate these elements into your written work. Understanding these rules not only elevates the
professionalism of your document but also facilitates easier navigation and interpretation for your audience,
making your research or ideas more accessible.
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The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides detailed recommendations for how to present and number
illustrative elements within a written work. These guidelines are designed to promote uniformity and
clarity, enabling readers to easily locate and interpret visual aids such as figures, tables, charts, and
illustrations. Adhering to these standards is particularly important in academic publishing, scientific
research, and any context where precise communication is paramount. The system of numbering is not
arbitrary; it serves as a critical organizational tool that connects the text to its visual support.

The overarching goal of CMOS figure numbering is to create a logical and consistent framework. Whether
you are dealing with a single manuscript or a multi-volume project, the numbering system should be
intuitive and easily followed. This involves understanding the core principles of sequential labeling and
how to apply them effectively to various types of visual content. Ignoring these guidelines can lead to
reader confusion, detracting from the impact of your work and potentially undermining its credibility.

Basic Principles of CMOS Figure Numbering

The fundamental principle of Chicago Manual of Style figure numbering is straightforward sequential
progression. Figures are typically numbered consecutively throughout a document, starting with Figure 1,
then Figure 2, and so on. This applies to all elements that are classified as figures, regardless of their specific
type, such as photographs, diagrams, maps, or graphs. The numbering should be continuous and without
gaps, unless a specific figure is intentionally omitted or replaced.

Consistency is key. Once a numbering scheme is established, it should be maintained throughout the entire
document. This means that if you are referencing a figure, the number you use in the text must precisely
match the label on the figure itself and its corresponding caption. CMOS also emphasizes clarity in labeling,
ensuring that each figure is clearly identified with its number and a descriptive title or caption.

Numbering Figures in a Single Document

For a standalone document, such as a research paper, a book chapter, or a thesis, the Chicago Manual of Style
dictates a simple consecutive numbering system. All figures are assigned a unique number in the order of
their appearance. For instance, the first figure encountered in the text will be labeled "Figure 1," the
second "Figure 2," and so forth. This sequential approach ensures that a reader can easily track the
progression of visual information and correlate it with the textual discussion.

It is important to note that this consecutive numbering applies to all figures, irrespective of whether they
are placed immediately after their first mention in the text or appear later. The numbering is based on the
order in which the figures are introduced and labeled within the manuscript, not necessarily their physical
placement on the page. This ensures a stable reference point for any citation or discussion related to a



specific illustration.

Numbering Figures Across Multiple Documents or Volumes

When dealing with larger projects, such as books with multiple chapters or multi-volume works, CMOS
offers specific guidance on how to manage figure numbering. In such cases, it is common practice to
employ a chapter-based or volume-based numbering system. For example, a figure in Chapter 3 might be
labeled "Figure 3.1," the second figure in that chapter "Figure 3.2," and so on. This approach clearly
indicates the context and location of the figure within the larger work.

Alternatively, for very extensive projects or collections of related works, a cumulative numbering system
across all volumes might be considered. However, the chapter-based approach is generally preferred for its
clarity and ease of organization. Regardless of the chosen method, consistency in applying the system
throughout all parts of the project is paramount. The chosen method should be clearly defined at the outset
of the project.

Types of Figures and Their Numbering

The Chicago Manual of Style applies the same fundamental numbering principles to all types of illustrations
classified as figures. This includes, but is not limited to, the following:

Photographs

Drawings

Diagrams

Graphs

Charts

Maps

Flowcharts

Screenshots



Each of these visual elements, when included in a document, should be assigned a sequential number
according to the established scheme. The designation "Figure" is typically used as a prefix to the number.
For example, a graph would be "Figure 1," a photograph "Figure 2," and a map "Figure 3," if they appear in
that order in a single document. The consistency in labeling ensures that the reader can easily differentiate
between various types of illustrations while still understanding their sequential order and significance.

Tables and Their Relationship to Figures

While figures are numbered sequentially, tables often follow a separate numbering system. The Chicago
Manual of Style typically recommends that tables be numbered independently from figures. Tables are
usually labeled as "Table 1," "Table 2," and so forth, in the order they appear in the text. This distinct
numbering helps readers quickly distinguish between tabular data and graphical or photographic
illustrations.

However, it is crucial to understand that both figures and tables serve the purpose of presenting
information visually. Therefore, the principles of clarity and consistency in labeling and referencing apply
equally to both. The decision to number them separately is a convention that aids in organization and
readability, allowing for easier navigation and interpretation of the document's content. In some specific
contexts, a combined numbering system might be employed, but this is less common and requires explicit
justification.

Captions and Labeling of Figures

Accompanying each numbered figure should be a clear and concise caption. According to CMOS, the
caption typically includes the figure number, followed by a descriptive title or explanation. The caption
serves to identify the figure and provide essential context for the reader, enabling them to understand the
information presented without needing extensive reference back to the main text. The placement of the
caption is usually directly below the figure.

The labeling convention for figures, as per CMOS, generally follows this format: "Figure [Number].
[Descriptive Title]." For instance, "Figure 1. Average Rainfall by Region." The descriptive title should be
informative enough to convey the essence of the illustration. For complex figures, the caption may extend
to include further details, notes, or sources of data, ensuring that all necessary information is readily
available to the reader.



Referencing Figures in Text

When discussing a figure in the main body of your text, it is essential to reference it clearly. The Chicago
Manual of Style advises referring to figures by their number. For example, you would write, "As shown in
Figure 3..." or "The data presented in Figure 5 indicates a significant trend." This direct reference allows
readers to easily locate the corresponding illustration and understand its relevance to the discussion.

It is important to ensure that every figure included in your document is referenced at least once in the
text. Conversely, you should not reference figures that are not actually present in your document. This
practice maintains the integrity of the visual aids and reinforces their role in supporting your arguments or
explanations. Consistency in how you phrase these references throughout the document is also important
for a polished presentation.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices

One of the most common pitfalls in figure numbering is inconsistency. This can manifest as skipping
numbers, renumbering figures incorrectly, or using different formats for labeling. Another frequent error
is failing to reference all figures in the text, or conversely, referencing non-existent figures. Ensuring that
the figure number in the text precisely matches the label on the figure and its caption is also critical.

Best practices include creating a numbering plan before you begin integrating your figures, especially for
longer documents or projects. Double-checking all figure numbers and references before submission or
publication is essential. Using clear, descriptive titles for your captions enhances readability. For digital
documents, ensure that figures are legible and accessible. Always proofread carefully to catch any
numbering or labeling errors.

When to Deviate from Standard CMOS Guidelines

While the Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidelines, there may be rare instances where
deviation is necessary. This is typically dictated by the specific requirements of a publisher, journal, or
institution. For example, some academic journals may have their own preferred style for numbering and
formatting figures, which might differ from CMOS. In such cases, it is imperative to adhere strictly to the
specific instructions provided by the publisher.

If you are unsure about whether to follow CMOS or a different style guide, always consult the relevant
style sheet or editorial guidelines. When deviating from standard CMOS practice, it is advisable to be
explicit about the alternative system being used, perhaps in an introductory note or appendix, to avoid



confusion for the reader. However, for most general academic and professional writing, sticking to CMOS as
outlined is the safest and most effective approach.

FAQ

Q: How should I number figures in a thesis according to the Chicago
Manual of Style?
A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, figures in a thesis are typically numbered sequentially
throughout the entire document. The first figure will be "Figure 1," the second "Figure 2," and so on. If
your thesis is divided into chapters, you might opt for a chapter-based numbering system, such as "Figure
3.1" for the first figure in Chapter 3, and "Figure 3.2" for the second. Always check specific university or
department guidelines, as they may have their own preferred format.

Q: Can I use Roman numerals for figure numbering in Chicago style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally prefers Arabic numerals (1, 2, 3...) for numbering figures. Roman
numerals (I, II, III...) are typically reserved for other elements like preface pages or parts of a book. Unless a
specific context or publisher explicitly requires Roman numerals for figures, it is best to use Arabic
numerals for clarity and consistency with CMOS recommendations.

Q: What is the difference between a figure and a table numbering in
CMOS?
A: In the Chicago Manual of Style, figures and tables are numbered separately. Figures are labeled with
"Figure" followed by an Arabic numeral (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2). Tables are labeled with "Table" followed
by an Arabic numeral (e.g., Table 1, Table 2). This distinction helps readers quickly differentiate between
these two types of visual aids.

Q: Do I need to reference every figure in the text when using Chicago
Manual of Style?
A: Yes, it is a standard practice and a recommendation of the Chicago Manual of Style to reference every
figure that appears in your document within the main text. This ensures that the reader understands the
relevance of each illustration to your discussion and can easily locate it. Conversely, you should not
reference figures that are not present.



Q: What if I have many figures in a long book? Should I renumber them
for each chapter?
A: For long books, the Chicago Manual of Style often recommends a chapter-based numbering system for
figures. This means figures are numbered sequentially within each chapter. For example, the first figure
in Chapter 1 would be Figure 1.1, the second Figure 1.2, and in Chapter 2, the first figure would be Figure
2.1. This makes it easier for readers to locate figures and understand their context within the book's
structure.

Q: How should the caption be formatted for a figure according to CMOS?
A: According to CMOS, a figure caption typically begins with the word "Figure" followed by its number,
then a period, and then the descriptive title of the figure. For example: "Figure 1. Anatomy of a Plant Cell."
Additional explanatory notes or source information can follow the title. The caption is usually placed
directly below the figure.

Q: Should I include the word "Figure" before the number when
referring to it in the text?
A: Yes, when referring to a figure in the text according to the Chicago Manual of Style, you should include
the word "Figure" followed by its number. For instance, you would write, "The results are clearly
illustrated in Figure 4." This provides a precise and unambiguous reference for the reader.

Q: Are there any exceptions to the sequential numbering of figures in
CMOS?
A: While sequential numbering is the general rule, exceptions might occur in specific publishing contexts
where a publisher has a different style guide. For instance, some journals might use a combined numbering
system for figures and tables, or have specific rules for appendices. However, for general academic and
professional writing, adhering to the sequential Arabic numeral system is the standard CMOS practice.
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