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Chicago Manual of Style Figure Numbering for Publications: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style figure numbering for publications is a critical aspect of academic and professional
writing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and ease of reference within any document. Mastering these
guidelines is essential for authors aiming to present their visual data effectively, whether in theses,
dissertations, journal articles, or books. This article delves into the intricacies of Chicago style figure
numbering, covering its fundamental principles, various numbering schemes, placement of captions and
notes, and common pitfalls to avoid. Understanding these elements will significantly enhance the
professionalism and readability of your work. We will explore how to properly identify, label, and

integrate figures into your narrative, making complex information accessible to your audience.
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Understanding Chicago Style Figure Numbering

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides detailed recommendations for the presentation of figures,
tables, and other supplementary materials in scholarly and professional publications. Proper figure
numbering is paramount for several reasons. Firstly, it allows readers to easily locate and refer to specific
visual elements within the text, creating a clear pathway through the information presented. Secondly,
consistent numbering facilitates the creation of a list of figures, a common component in longer works,
which further aids navigation and comprehension. Lastly, adhering to established stylistic guidelines
demonstrates professionalism and attention to detail, which can positively impact the reception of your

work by editors, reviewers, and readers.

The core purpose of figure numbering within the Chicago Manual of Style is to create a logical and



unambiguous system of identification. This system should be applied consistently throughout a publication,
ensuring that each figure is assigned a unique identifier. This not only helps in cross-referencing within
the text but also in the management of figures during the editing and production process. The choice of
numbering scheme often depends on the nature and length of the publication, with different approaches

proving more suitable for shorter articles versus extensive dissertations.

Principles of Chicago Style Figure Numbering

At its heart, Chicago style figure numbering emphasizes clarity and consistency. The manual suggests that
figure numbering should be straightforward and easily understandable by the reader. While the specific
method of numbering can vary, the underlying principle remains the same: each visual element intended
to be treated as a figure must be clearly distinguished and sequentially identified. This means that
illustrations, charts, graphs, maps, and photographs are all candidates for figure status, provided they are

integral to the text and contribute to its understanding.

The Chicago Manual of Style offers flexibility, recognizing that different types of publications may benefit
from different numbering approaches. However, it strongly advocates for a single, overarching system
within a given work. The goal is to avoid confusion and ensure that a reader can effortlessly connect the
text's references to the corresponding visual elements. This principle of unified numbering extends to all

figures, regardless of their complexity or content.

Sequential Numbering

The most common and often simplest method for figure numbering, as recommended by the Chicago
Manual of Style, is sequential numbering. In this approach, figures are numbered consecutively throughout
the entire document, from the first figure to the last, regardless of their location or chapter. This means that

if a document has ten figures, they will be labeled Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3, and so on, up to Figure 10.

Sequential numbering is particularly well-suited for shorter publications such as articles, essays, or reports
where the overall document structure is relatively linear. It eliminates the need for complex hierarchical
numbering and ensures a clear progression of visual information. When referencing a figure in the text, a
simple "Figure 5" is sufficient. The Chicago Manual of Style advises against restarting numbering at the

beginning of each chapter when using this method, as it can lead to ambiguity.

Numbering by Chapter or Section



For longer, more complex works, such as dissertations, theses, or books with multiple distinct sections or
chapters, the Chicago Manual of Style permits and sometimes recommends numbering figures by chapter
or section. In this system, figures are prefaced by the chapter or section number in which they appear. For
example, the first figure in Chapter 3 would be labeled Figure 3.1, the second Figure 3.2, and so on. If a
document contains multiple parts, the numbering might be structured as Part 1, Figure 1.1; Part 1, Figure

1.2; Part 2, Figure 2.1, etc.

This method offers a clear hierarchical structure that mirrors the organization of the document itself. It can
be especially useful when readers need to locate figures within a specific part of a large work. However, it
is crucial to maintain absolute consistency with this numbering scheme throughout the entire publication to
avoid confusion. The chapter or section number should always be followed by a decimal point and then the

sequential figure number within that chapter or section.

Placement of Figures and Captions

The placement and presentation of figures and their accompanying captions are integral to the Chicago
Manual of Style's guidelines for visual elements. Figures should generally be placed as close as possible to
the point in the text where they are first discussed or referenced. This proximity ensures that readers can
easily consult the visual information immediately after it is introduced, enhancing comprehension and

flow.

When a figure cannot be placed immediately adjacent to its first mention due to layout constraints, it should
appear on the following page or at the earliest convenient location thereafter. The text should clearly
indicate that a figure is being discussed, often using phrases like "as shown in Figure 1" or "see Figure 2."
The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes that figures should not interrupt the flow of the text

unnecessarily; they should serve as complements to the narrative.

Figure Captions

A figure caption, according to the Chicago Manual of Style, is a brief explanation that identifies the figure
and provides essential context. Captions typically appear directly below the figure they describe. The
caption should be concise yet informative, summarizing the content of the figure and its relevance to the

text.

The basic format for a figure caption is the word "Figure" followed by its assigned number, a period, and
then the descriptive title or text. For instance: "Figure 1. Distribution of survey responses by age group.” If
further elaboration is needed, additional sentences can follow the initial descriptive phrase, providing more

detail about the data presented or its significance. The Chicago Manual of Style suggests that captions should



be self-explanatory to a reasonable extent, allowing readers to grasp the figure's meaning even if they don't

read the surrounding text in detail.

Figure Notes

Figure notes, as delineated by the Chicago Manual of Style, are used to provide supplementary information
about a figure that cannot be adequately conveyed in the caption itself. These notes are placed directly
below the caption. They can be used to cite the source of the data or image, define abbreviations used in the

figure, clarify specific symbols, or offer additional commentary.

There are generally three types of notes associated with figures: general notes, specific notes, and source
notes. General notes provide information applicable to the entire figure. Specific notes, often indicated by
superscript letters or symbols within the figure itself, refer to particular elements. Source notes, as the
name suggests, credit the origin of the figure or its data. The Chicago Manual of Style advises using notes
judiciously, ensuring they add value without overwhelming the reader. For previously published figures,

a clear citation is essential.

Best Practices for Chicago Style Figure Numbering

Adhering to best practices for Chicago style figure numbering ensures that your visual content is presented
professionally and effectively. One of the most crucial practices is consistency. Whether you choose
sequential numbering or numbering by chapter, apply your chosen method uniformly throughout the
entire document. This consistency extends to the labeling itself—always use "Figure" followed by the

number and a period, and ensure that all figures are accounted for.

Another vital practice is to ensure that every figure is indeed referenced in the text. Similarly, avoid
referencing figures that are not present. Each figure should have a clear purpose and contribute
meaningfully to the text. The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes that figures should not be decorative;
they must serve an informational role. Finally, ensure that the resolution and quality of your figures are

high enough for clear reproduction, as this directly impacts their legibility and overall effectiveness.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Several common errors can undermine the clarity and adherence to Chicago style figure numbering. One
frequent mistake is inconsistent numbering schemes. For instance, mixing sequential numbering with

chapter-based numbering within the same document can create significant confusion for readers and editors



alike. Another pitfall is neglecting to reference figures in the text, or conversely, referencing figures that

do not exist.

Improper placement of figures and their captions is also a common issue. Figures should be placed logically
and as close as possible to their first mention. Captions should be concise, accurate, and formatted correctly,
including the "Figure" label and number. Failing to provide adequate source information for figures,
especially those not created by the author, is another oversight that the Chicago Manual of Style strongly
advises against. Additionally, using overly complex or ambiguous numbering systems that deviate from the

established Chicago style recommendations can lead to misinterpretation.

Digital and Multimedia Figures

In contemporary academic and professional writing, figures are not limited to static images. The Chicago
Manual of Style acknowledges the increasing use of digital and multimedia elements, such as interactive
charts, videos, or embedded datasets. When incorporating these elements, the principles of clear
identification and numbering still apply. Each distinct multimedia component should be treated as a figure

and assigned a number according to the established scheme of the publication.

The presentation of these digital figures requires careful consideration of accessibility and reproducibility.
For online publications, direct links to multimedia content may be appropriate, but the figure number and
a descriptive caption remain essential for indexing and reference. In print publications, instructions on how
to access or view the digital content must be provided clearly within the caption or notes. The Chicago
Manual of Style encourages authors to adapt these principles thoughtfully to the unique characteristics of

digital and multimedia figures while maintaining the core tenets of clarity and consistency.

The effective management of figure numbering, from initial selection and labeling to final placement and
referencing, is a cornerstone of producing polished and professional publications. By diligently applying the
guidelines set forth by the Chicago Manual of Style, authors can ensure their visual data is presented in a
manner that enhances understanding and respects the reader's experience. The clear and systematic
approach to figures not only aids navigation but also bolsters the credibility and impact of the presented
research or information. Remembering to be consistent, providing informative captions and notes, and
carefully considering the placement of each element are key to mastering this important aspect of scholarly

communication.

FAQ



Q What is the primary purpose of figure numbering in Chicago style?

A: The primary purpose of figure numbering in Chicago style is to provide a clear, consistent, and
unambiguous system for identifying and referencing visual elements (figures) within a publication,

ensuring ease of navigation and comprehension for the reader.

Q Can I restart figure numbering for each chapter in a book?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style permits numbering figures by chapter or section for longer works. In this
method, figures are prefaced by the chapter or section number (e.g., Figure 3.1). However, for shorter

works, sequential numbering throughout the entire document is generally preferred.

Q Where should a figure caption be placed according to Chicago style?

A: According to Chicago style, a figure caption should typically be placed directly below the figure it

describes.

Q What information should be included in a figure caption?

A: A figure caption should include the word "Figure" followed by its number, a period, and a concise,

descriptive title or explanation of the figure's content and its relevance to the text.

Q When are figure notes used in Chicago style?

A: Figure notes are used in Chicago style to provide supplementary information about a figure that cannot
be adequately conveyed in the caption, such as citing the source of data or image, defining abbreviations, or

clarifying specific elements within the figure.

Q How should I reference a figure in my text according to Chicago style?

A: You should reference a figure in your text by using "Figure" followed by its number, for example, "as

shown in Figure 5."

Q What is the difference between sequential numbering and chapter-
based numbering for figures?

A: Sequential numbering assigns a unique number to each figure consecutively throughout the entire
document (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3). Chapter-based numbering restarts the sequence within each

chapter or section (e.g., Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2, Figure 2.1).



Q: Is it acceptable to use abbreviations in figure captions?

A: Yes, abbreviations can be used in figure captions, but they should be defined either in the caption itself

or in a figure note if they are not commonly understood.

Q What if I have a figure that is not directly referenced in the text?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises that all figures included in a publication should be

referenced in the text to ensure they serve a clear purpose and aid the reader's understanding.
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