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chicago manual of style figure numbering formatting guide is essential for authors and editors aiming for
clarity and professionalism in academic and scholarly works. Properly numbering figures, whether they
are illustrations, charts, graphs, or photographs, ensures that readers can easily locate and reference them,
contributing to the overall coherence of the document. This comprehensive guide will delve into the
intricacies of figure numbering according to The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), covering best practices
for sequential and multipart figures, placement of captions, and integration within the text. Understanding
these guidelines is crucial for academic integrity and effective scholarly communication, making this a vital
resource for anyone publishing in fields governed by CMOS.
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Understanding Figure Numbering in CMOS
The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes clarity and consistency in presenting visual elements. Figure
numbering is a critical aspect of this, serving as a direct link between the narrative text and the
accompanying visual data. Adhering to CMOS guidelines for figure numbering helps prevent reader
confusion and enhances the professional presentation of your work. This system is designed to be
straightforward yet robust, accommodating various types of visual aids that might be included in a
manuscript.

Effective figure numbering is not merely an aesthetic choice; it is fundamental to how readers navigate
and comprehend the information presented in a publication. When figures are consistently and logically
numbered, readers can easily track references made within the text to specific visual representations of
data, concepts, or evidence. This direct correlation between textual discussion and visual aids is a
cornerstone of scholarly communication, ensuring that arguments are well-supported and easily verifiable.



Sequential Figure Numbering
The most common method of figure numbering in CMOS is sequential numbering. This involves assigning
a unique Arabic numeral to each figure in the order it appears within the document. The numbering
typically restarts at the beginning of each chapter or major section in books, while in articles or journals, it
usually continues sequentially throughout the entire publication.

For instance, if you are creating a book, the first figure in Chapter 1 would be "Figure 1.1," the second
"Figure 1.2," and so on. If Chapter 2 begins, the figures would restart as "Figure 2.1," "Figure 2.2," etc. In a
standalone article, the first figure would simply be "Figure 1," the second "Figure 2," and this progression
would continue until the last figure in the manuscript. This convention aids in organizing larger works and
allows readers to quickly ascertain the context of a figure relative to the main body of the text.

Guidelines for Sequential Numbering
When implementing sequential figure numbering, several key points should be observed. Each figure
should be numbered individually, even if multiple figures appear on the same page or are closely related
thematically. The numbering should be clearly indicated on the figure itself, often in a corner, and also in
the corresponding caption. The Arabic numerals are standard, avoiding Roman numerals or letters for
primary figure identification.

It is also important to maintain this sequential order meticulously. If figures are added, removed, or
reordered during the editing process, the numbering must be updated accordingly to reflect their new
positions. This attention to detail ensures that all cross-references within the text remain accurate and that
the overall integrity of the document’s visual aids is preserved. A consistent application of this rule is
paramount.

Multipart Figure Numbering
In many instances, a single conceptual "figure" may be composed of multiple distinct parts or panels, such as
a triptych or a set of related graphs. CMOS provides a clear method for numbering these multipart figures
to distinguish between the overall figure and its individual components.

The convention is to number the main figure sequentially, and then assign letters to each part. For
example, a figure might be designated "Figure 1," with its parts labeled as "Figure 1a," "Figure 1b," and
"Figure 1c." This system allows for precise reference to specific elements within a complex visual
presentation.

Formatting Multipart Figure Labels
The formatting of these multipart labels is crucial for consistency. The main figure number is followed by a
letter, typically in lowercase, without any intervening punctuation beyond the implicit separation



inherent in the designation. So, it would be "Figure 1a," not "Figure 1.a" or "Figure 1-a." This standardized
approach ensures that readers can quickly and accurately identify the intended component of the figure
being discussed.

When referring to these parts in the text, it is essential to maintain this precise formatting. For instance, a
sentence might read, "As illustrated in Figure 1a, the initial trend is evident, while Figure 1b demonstrates
the subsequent divergence." Accuracy in these references is vital for the reader’s ability to follow the
author’s arguments and interpret the visual data effectively.

Placement and Formatting of Figure Captions
Figure captions are integral to the figure numbering system, providing context and descriptive
information. According to CMOS, captions should be placed directly below the corresponding figure. This
proximity ensures that the reader can easily associate the descriptive text with the visual element it
explains.

The caption itself begins with the figure number, followed by a period, and then the descriptive title or
explanation. For example: "Figure 1. A bar chart showing sales performance from 2020 to 2023." If
additional explanatory notes are required beyond the initial title, these can be added as a separate paragraph
or as a footnote referenced by a symbol within the caption.

Content and Style of Captions
The content of a figure caption should be concise yet informative. It should clearly identify the subject of
the figure, explain any abbreviations or symbols used, and provide essential context, such as units of
measurement or the source of the data. The style should be consistent throughout the document,
maintaining a professional and objective tone.

Avoid jargon where possible, or define it clearly if it is essential. The goal is to make the figure
understandable to a broad audience, even those who might not be deeply familiar with the specific subject
matter. Captions should also be self-contained to the extent possible, allowing readers to grasp the essence of
the figure without needing to refer extensively to the main text.

Referring to Figures in the Text
Effective integration of figures into the main body of the text is achieved through clear and consistent
referencing. When an author wishes to draw the reader's attention to a figure, they should refer to it by its
number. The standard phrasing is "Figure X," where X is the figure's assigned number.

It is generally advisable to introduce a figure when it is first mentioned or discussed. Phrases like "As
shown in Figure 3," or "Figure 5 illustrates the significant increase..." are common and effective. Avoid
referring to figures simply as "the graph above" or "the diagram below," as this can become confusing if the



layout changes or if the reader is viewing a digital version where pagination may differ.

Best Practices for Textual References
When referring to multipart figures, the same precision used in labeling should be applied in the text. For
instance, "Figure 2a shows the initial results, whereas Figure 2b presents the comparative analysis."
Consistency in how these references are made throughout the manuscript is key to maintaining reader
comprehension and document integrity.

Furthermore, ensure that every figure included in the document is referenced at least once in the text.
Figures that are not discussed or referenced may be considered extraneous and could potentially be
removed. Conversely, every reference to a figure in the text should correspond to an actual figure that is
present and correctly numbered.

Special Considerations for Different Figure Types
While the core principles of figure numbering remain consistent, certain types of figures may require
minor adjustments or additional considerations. For instance, photographs, illustrations, charts, and graphs all
fall under the umbrella of "figures," but their presentation and the nature of their captions might vary
slightly.

For photographs or complex illustrations, the caption might need to provide more detailed information
about the subject matter, location, or significance. For graphs and charts, ensuring that axes are clearly
labeled, units are specified, and data sources are cited within the caption is paramount. Maps, diagrams, and
tables (though tables have their own distinct numbering system in CMOS) also require careful attention to
detail in their captions and labeling.

Tables vs. Figures
It is important to distinguish between figures and tables. Tables, which present data in rows and columns,
are numbered separately from figures. They are typically labeled as "Table 1," "Table 2," and so forth, with
their own distinct numbering sequence. Captions for tables are usually placed above the table itself, unlike
figure captions which are placed below.

Understanding this distinction is crucial for maintaining the correct formatting and numbering conventions
for each type of visual element. Mixing up the numbering or placement of tables and figures can lead to
significant editorial errors and reader confusion, undermining the clarity and professionalism of the
published work.



Ensuring Consistency in Figure Formatting
The overarching principle in the Chicago Manual of Style, and particularly in figure numbering, is
consistency. This applies not only to the numbering sequence itself but also to the formatting of the
numbers, the placement of captions, and the manner in which figures are referenced in the text.

Before submitting a manuscript, a thorough review of all figures and their associated numbering and
captions is essential. Checking for any inconsistencies in style, numbering errors, or misplaced captions can
save considerable time and effort during the editing process. A commitment to these detailed formatting
rules ultimately enhances the quality and readability of any scholarly or academic publication.

Final Review and Checklist
A final checklist for figure numbering and formatting should include verifying that:

All figures are numbered sequentially using Arabic numerals.

Multipart figures are correctly labeled (e.g., Figure 1a, 1b).

Captions are placed directly below their respective figures.

Captions begin with the figure number followed by a period and the description.

All figures are referenced in the text by their assigned numbers.

All references in the text correspond to an actual figure.

Tables are numbered and formatted separately from figures.

The overall style and formatting are consistent throughout the document.

By meticulously following these guidelines, authors and editors can ensure that their visual elements are
presented with the utmost clarity and professionalism, aligning perfectly with the standards set forth by
The Chicago Manual of Style.

Q: What is the primary difference between figure numbering in a book
and in a journal article according to CMOS?
A: In a book, figure numbering typically restarts with each chapter (e.g., Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2 for Chapter
1; Figure 2.1, Figure 2.2 for Chapter 2). In a journal article, figures are usually numbered sequentially
throughout the entire article (Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3, etc.).



Q: How should I format the numbers for the individual parts of a
multipart figure?
A: For multipart figures, the main figure is numbered sequentially (e.g., Figure 1). Each part is then
designated with a lowercase letter following the figure number, without any intervening punctuation
(e.g., Figure 1a, Figure 1b, Figure 1c).

Q: Where should the caption for a figure be placed according to the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The caption for a figure should always be placed directly below the figure it describes. This ensures a
clear visual association between the text and the image.

Q: Can I use letters instead of numbers for primary figure numbering?
A: No, The Chicago Manual of Style specifies the use of Arabic numerals for primary figure numbering
(Figure 1, Figure 2, etc.). Letters are reserved for designating parts of a multipart figure.

Q: What is the correct way to refer to a figure in the text?
A: You should refer to figures in the text using their designated number, preceded by the word "Figure."
For example, "As illustrated in Figure 3," or "The results are shown in Figure 5."

Q: Should every figure be referenced in the text?
A: Yes, it is a standard practice in CMOS to reference every figure that appears in the document within the
main body of the text. Figures that are not referenced may be considered superfluous.

Q: How does CMOS differentiate between tables and figures regarding
numbering and caption placement?
A: Tables are numbered separately from figures, using "Table 1," "Table 2," etc., and their captions are
typically placed above the table. Figures are numbered as "Figure 1," "Figure 2," etc., with captions placed
below the figure.

Q: What if I have a single conceptual figure that spans multiple pages?



How is it numbered?
A: If a single conceptual figure is broken across multiple pages, it is still considered one figure and receives
a single figure number. The parts may be labeled as (a), (b), etc., on each page, but the overall figure
designation remains singular.
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