chicago manual of style figure
numbering in research papers

chicago manual of style figure numbering in research papers governs the
presentation and acknowledgment of visual information within academic and
scholarly works. Proper figure numbering is crucial for clarity,
organization, and reader comprehension, ensuring that each illustration,
chart, graph, or image is uniquely identified and can be readily referenced.
This guide will delve into the intricacies of figure numbering according to
the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), covering essential aspects such as
placement, labeling, captioning, and cross-referencing within research
papers. Adhering to these guidelines ensures professionalism and academic
integrity, making your research accessible and understandable to a wider
audience.
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Understanding Chicago Style Figure Numbering

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides comprehensive guidelines for
academic writing, and its rules for figure numbering are designed to enhance
the readability and integrity of scholarly documents. In research papers,
figures—which encompass any visual element that is not a table-must be
consistently and logically numbered. This consistent numbering system allows
readers to easily locate and understand the visual data presented,
correlating it with the surrounding text. The core principle is clarity and
uniformity across all visual elements within a document.



The CMOS emphasizes that figures should be numbered consecutively and
sequentially. This means the first figure encountered in the manuscript will
be Figure 1, the second Figure 2, and so on, regardless of their type (e.g.,
a photograph, a diagram, a graph). This straightforward approach simplifies
the process for both the writer and the reader, eliminating ambiguity. The
goal is to create a seamless flow of information where visuals are integrated
harmoniously with the written content, supporting and illustrating the
arguments being made.

Essential Components of Chicago Style Figure
Numbering

Effective figure numbering within the Chicago Manual of Style relies on
several key components working in concert. These elements ensure that each
figure is not only identified but also clearly explained and contextualized
within the broader research paper. Understanding these components is
fundamental to applying CMOS figure numbering correctly.

Figure Labels

Each figure must be clearly labeled with the word "Figure" followed by its
sequential Arabic numeral. For example, the first figure is labeled "Figure
1," the second "Figure 2," and so on. This label serves as the primary
identifier for the visual element. The label should be prominent and easily
distinguishable from the caption text.

Figure Captions

Following the figure label is the caption. A caption in Chicago style is a
concise explanation of the figure's content. It should be descriptive enough
for a reader to understand the essence of the visual without needing to read
the entire paper. Captions typically include a title or a brief description
of what the figure depicts, and may also include information about the source
of the data or any necessary explanations of symbols or abbreviations used
within the figure itself.

Placement of Figures and Captions

The physical placement of figures and their captions is also a critical
aspect of Chicago style. Generally, figures are placed as close as possible
to their first mention in the text. The figure label and caption usually



appear directly above or below the figure itself, with the caption typically
following the label. This proximity ensures that the visual aid is readily
accessible when it is being discussed.

Numbering Figures in Text

The sequential numbering of figures in Chicago style is a cornerstone of its
organization. This system ensures that every visual element is distinct and

trackable throughout the document. The numbering begins at the start of the

manuscript and continues sequentially through the entire text, including any
appendices.

For research papers, it is imperative to maintain this uninterrupted
sequence. If a paper includes multiple sections or chapters, the numbering
does not reset at the beginning of each new section; it continues from where
the previous section left off. This approach is crucial for maintaining a
unified and coherent presentation of visual data across the entire work. For
instance, if Figure 5 is the last figure in the main body of the text, the
first figure in an appendix would be labeled Figure 6, assuming no figures
were placed between the main text and the appendix.

Captioning Figures in Chicago Style

Captioning figures in Chicago style is more than just a brief description;
it’s an integral part of presenting your research. A well-crafted caption
provides context, clarifies meaning, and can even stand alone to convey
essential information. The structure and content of a Chicago style caption
are designed for maximum informational efficiency and clarity.

Caption Structure

A typical Chicago style caption begins with the figure label (e.g., "Figure
1"). This is followed by a concise, descriptive title or statement that

summarizes the content of the figure. The title is often followed by a more
detailed explanation or commentary. If the figure contains specific data or
elements that require elaboration, these should be detailed in the caption.

For example, a caption might read: "Figure 1. Mean response times for Task A
and Task B. The graph illustrates a statistically significant difference (p <
0.05) in response times between the two tasks, with Task B demonstrating
faster completion rates." This example shows the label, a descriptive title,
and a brief interpretation of the data presented.



Attribution and Permissions

When figures are borrowed or adapted from other sources, Chicago style
requires proper attribution within the caption. This includes citing the
original source using a standard citation format, often including the
author(s), year of publication, and page number. If the figure is subject to
copyright, the caption must also indicate any necessary permissions obtained
for its use. This is a critical ethical and legal requirement in academic
publishing.

Placement of Figures and Captions

The physical arrangement of figures and their accompanying captions plays a
vital role in the reader's experience and comprehension. Chicago style offers
guidance on where to position these visual elements to ensure they are easily
accessible and logically integrated with the text. The primary objective is
to place the figure and its descriptive text in close proximity to where they
are first referenced.

In most research papers, figures are typically placed after their initial
mention in the main body of the text. However, it is also common and
acceptable to place figures at the end of a chapter or section, or in a
dedicated figure appendix, especially if they are numerous or complex. When
placed in an appendix, the figure labels continue the sequential numbering
from the main text. The figure label (e.g., "Figure 1") and the caption
should be situated directly before or after the visual element itself,
ensuring that the reader can easily connect the image with its explanation.

Referencing Figures within the Text

Accurate and consistent referencing of figures within the body of a research
paper is essential for guiding the reader’s attention to the relevant visual
data. Chicago style dictates specific methods for these in-text references,
ensuring that the connection between the narrative and the illustrations is
clear and unambiguous.

When referring to a figure in the text, you should use the full figure label,
such as "Figure 1." Avoid using shorthand or just the number. For instance,
instead of saying "see 1," you should write "see Figure 1." This practice
enhances clarity and avoids potential confusion, especially in documents with
multiple types of numbered elements.



When you want to draw the reader’s attention to a specific part of a figure,
you can do so within the text or within the caption itself. For example, you
might write: "As shown in Figure 2, the increase in temperature (indicated by
the shaded area) directly correlates with the observed reaction rate." This
type of reference helps the reader focus on the most pertinent aspects of the
visual.

Special Considerations for Chicago Style Figure
Numbering

Beyond the fundamental rules, Chicago style offers guidance on various
specific scenarios that may arise when incorporating figures into research
papers. These considerations help ensure that the overall presentation
remains consistent and professional, even when dealing with complex visual
elements or unique publication contexts.

Figures in Appendices

When figures are placed in appendices, they continue the main sequence of
numbering. If the last figure in the main text is Figure 5, the first figure
in an appendix would be Figure 6, and so forth. This unbroken sequence 1is
paramount for maintaining the integrity of the numbering system throughout
the entire document. Each figure in the appendix should also have a clear
label and caption as per standard guidelines.

Re-numbering Figures

It is generally discouraged to re-number figures once they have been
introduced and referenced. If you decide to add a new figure into the
sequence, all subsequent figures will need to be re-numbered to maintain the
correct sequential order. This can be a labor-intensive process, especially
in later stages of manuscript preparation, highlighting the importance of
careful planning. For instances where an existing figure is being replaced,
the original number might be reused with a revised figure, but this should be
done with extreme caution and consistency.

Types of Visuals

Chicago style differentiates between figures and tables. While both are
visual aids, figures encompass a broader range of items including



photographs, illustrations, charts, graphs, maps, and diagrams. Tables, on
the other hand, are reserved for presenting data in rows and columns. Each
type of visual element is numbered separately according to its category
(e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2, Table 1, Table 2).

Common Mistakes to Avoid in Figure Numbering

While the principles of Chicago style figure numbering are straightforward,
several common pitfalls can undermine clarity and adherence to the
guidelines. Being aware of these mistakes can help researchers present their
work more professionally and avoid issues during the publication process.

Inconsistent Numbering

The most frequent error is inconsistent numbering. This can manifest as
figures being re-numbered at the beginning of chapters or sections, or gaps
appearing in the sequence without a clear reason. Every figure must be
assigned a unique, sequential number from the start to the end of the
document.

Vague or Missing Captions

Another common mistake is providing captions that are too brief, overly
technical without explanation, or entirely missing. A caption should be
informative enough to allow the reader to grasp the figure's purpose and key
takeaways even if they only skim the visual content. Ensure that all
necessary context, source attribution, and explanations are included.

Incorrect Referencing in Text

Failing to reference figures correctly in the text is also problematic. Using
informal references like "the graph below" instead of "Figure 3" or
mislabeling the figure number in the text can lead to reader confusion.
Always use the complete "Figure [Number]" format and ensure the number
matches the actual figure.

Poor Figure Placement

Placing figures too far from their first mention in the text or placing them



in an order that disrupts the flow of the narrative can also be detrimental.
While appendices are acceptable for numerous or large figures, they should
still be logically organized and referenced. The aim is always to make the
visual elements as accessible and relevant as possible to the reader’s
immediate context.

Q: How should figures be numbered in a Chicago style
research paper?

A: Figures in a Chicago style research paper should be numbered consecutively
and sequentially using Arabic numerals, starting with Figure 1. This
numbering continues throughout the entire document, including any appendices.

Q: Where should figure captions be placed according
to the Chicago Manual of Style?

A: Figure captions in Chicago style are typically placed directly below the
figure they describe. The caption usually begins with the figure label (e.qg.,
"Figure 1.") followed by a descriptive title and any necessary explanatory
text.

Q: What is the difference between a figure and a
table in Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style, a figure is any visual element that is not a table, such
as a photograph, illustration, chart, graph, map, or diagram. Tables are
specifically used for presenting data in rows and columns and are numbered
and captioned separately.

Q: Do I need to include permission statements in
captions if I am using a figure from another source?

A: Yes, if you are using a figure from another source and it is subject to
copyright, you must include a statement in the caption indicating that
permission has been obtained, along with proper attribution to the original
source.

Q: Can I restart figure numbering in each chapter of
my research paper?

A: No, according to the Chicago Manual of Style, figure numbering should be
continuous throughout the entire research paper. Restarting numbering in each
chapter is not standard practice and can lead to confusion.



Q: What should I do if I need to add a new figure in
the middle of my document?

A: If you add a new figure into the sequence of an already numbered document,
you must re-number all subsequent figures to maintain the correct sequential
order. This ensures that the numbering remains consistent and accurate.

Q: How should I reference a figure when discussing
it in the text of my research paper?

A: When referencing a figure in the text, you should use the full label, such
as "Figure 1" or "Figure 5." Avoid using informal references or just the
numeral; always include the word "Figure."
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