
chicago manual of style figure
numbering tables
The Chicago Manual of Style figure numbering tables are an essential element for authors
and editors seeking clarity and consistency in academic and professional publications.
Understanding how to properly number and format figures and tables according to
Chicago's guidelines ensures that your work is not only aesthetically pleasing but also
easily navigable for your readers. This comprehensive guide delves into the nuances of
Chicago style for both figures and tables, covering everything from basic numbering
conventions to specific formatting requirements and common pitfalls to avoid. We will
explore the distinct approaches Chicago takes for individual figure and table numbering
versus employing a single sequence for all illustrative materials. Furthermore, this article
will address the critical aspects of referencing these elements within your text and the
importance of a consistent approach throughout your manuscript.
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Understanding Chicago Manual of Style Figure
Numbering Tables

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for presenting visual
information, encompassing both figures and tables, in a manner that promotes reader
comprehension and adheres to established academic standards. Proper application of
Chicago Manual of Style figure numbering tables is not merely a stylistic choice; it is



fundamental to the integrity and accessibility of scholarly work. This section will lay the
groundwork for understanding the distinct yet related principles governing the presentation
of these crucial visual aids.

Core Principles of Chicago Style for Illustrations

Chicago style emphasizes clarity, consistency, and reader ease above all else when it
comes to figures and tables. The overarching principle is that these visual elements should
enhance, not detract from, the textual content. This means ensuring they are logically
placed, clearly labeled, and easily referenced. While specific rules apply to each, a unified
approach to their overall presentation is key.

Separate Numbering for Figures and Tables

Chicago style generally recommends keeping the numbering of figures and tables separate.
This distinction helps readers quickly identify the type of visual information they are
encountering. Figures are typically visual representations like charts, graphs, photographs,
or illustrations, while tables organize data in rows and columns. Treating them as distinct
categories with their own numbering sequences makes the document more organized.

For example, the first figure would be labeled "Figure 1," and the first table would be
labeled "Table 1." The second figure would be "Figure 2," and the second table "Table 2,"
and so on. This method is preferred because it allows readers to easily locate a specific
type of visual based on its label, without confusion about whether the number refers to a
graphic or a data grid.

Sequential Numbering for Figures

Within the separate numbering system, figures are numbered sequentially within the text
of the manuscript. This means that as figures appear, they are assigned consecutive
numbers. The first figure encountered in the main body of the text is Figure 1, the next is
Figure 2, and so forth, regardless of their chapter or section placement, unless a specific
chapter-based numbering is explicitly chosen or required by a publisher.

The order in which figures appear in the text dictates their numerical order. If a figure
appears in Chapter 1 and another in Chapter 3, the one appearing earlier in the overall flow
of the manuscript receives the lower number. This sequential approach ensures that when
a reader is directed to "Figure 3," they can anticipate its position relative to other figures
discussed.



Captioning Figures Correctly

Each figure must have a clear and descriptive caption. In Chicago style, the caption
typically begins with the figure number (e.g., "Figure 1.") followed by a concise but
informative title or description. This caption should provide enough detail for the reader to
understand the figure’s content without having to read the surrounding text, though it
should also complement the text.

The caption serves as the primary identifier for the figure. It might include information
about the data source, the scale of measurements, or any essential context needed to
interpret the visual. For complex figures, a brief explanatory note might follow the initial
caption, but the core caption should be self-contained and to the point.

Placement and Formatting of Figures

Figures should ideally be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the text.
However, if a figure is particularly large or complex, it may be moved to a later page or
even an appendix, provided it is clearly referenced. Consistency in placement and
formatting is paramount for professional presentation.

Formatting of figures themselves—such as line weights, font sizes within charts, and image
resolution—is crucial for legibility. While CMOS doesn't dictate specific graphic design
choices, it emphasizes that figures must be clear, sharp, and easily reproducible. Authors
should consult publisher guidelines for specific technical specifications regarding image
files and resolution.

Table Numbering in Chicago Style

Similar to figures, tables in Chicago style are assigned sequential numbers, but their
numbering system is kept distinct from that of figures. This separation is a cornerstone of
clear presentation in scholarly documents.

Sequential Numbering for Tables

Tables are numbered sequentially throughout the manuscript, just as figures are. The first
table encountered in the main text will be designated "Table 1," the next "Table 2," and so
forth. This consecutive numbering applies across the entire work, ensuring a logical
progression for data presentation.

The placement of tables in the text also determines their numerical order. If a table appears
in Chapter 2 and another in Chapter 5, the table that appears earlier in the overall reading
order receives the lower number. This ensures that when a reader is directed to "Table 4,"



they have a predictable understanding of its location relative to other data sets.

Captioning Tables Effectively

A table's caption, much like a figure's, should be clear, concise, and informative. In Chicago
style, the caption begins with the table number (e.g., "Table 1.") followed by a descriptive
title. This title should accurately summarize the content of the table, enabling readers to
grasp its essence quickly.

The table caption may also include explanatory notes or definitions for abbreviations used
within the table. These notes, often placed directly below the table, provide necessary
context or clarification for the data presented. The goal is to make the table understandable
at a glance, minimizing reliance on extensive textual explanation.

Designing and Formatting Tables

Chicago style offers guidance on the design and formatting of tables to maximize
readability. Key elements include clear headings for rows and columns, appropriate use of
rules (lines) to delineate sections, and legible font choices. Overly complex tables with
excessive lines or too much information can be overwhelming and defeat their purpose.

Emphasis is placed on clarity and simplicity. This often means avoiding unnecessary visual
clutter. Data should be presented in a way that is easy to compare and contrast. For
instance, numbers should be right-aligned within columns, while text is typically left-
aligned. Consistent formatting across all tables within a manuscript is a hallmark of
professional presentation.

Referencing Figures and Tables in Text

Accurate and consistent referencing of figures and tables within the body of the text is
critical for guiding the reader and ensuring that your visual aids are effectively integrated
into your argument.

In-Text Citations for Figures and Tables

When referring to a figure or table in the text, you should use its designated number. For
example, "As shown in Figure 3," or "The results are summarized in Table 2." This direct
reference allows readers to easily locate the corresponding visual element.

Avoid generic references like "the chart above" or "the data in the following table." Specific



numerical references are always preferred. If you are discussing a particular part of a figure
or table, you might refer to it by its number and a specific section, such as "Figure 5b" or
"Table 1, column 3."

Consistency in Referencing

Maintaining consistency in how you refer to figures and tables is vital. If you introduce a
figure as "Figure 1" in one instance, do not later refer to it as "Fig. 1" or simply "1." Adhere
strictly to the established labeling convention throughout the entire manuscript.

This consistency extends to the language used. For instance, if you consistently use
phrases like "see Figure X" when directing a reader, continue to do so. This uniformity
reinforces the professional and organized nature of your work.

Special Considerations and Best Practices

Beyond the basic rules, several special considerations and best practices can enhance the
effectiveness of your figures and tables according to Chicago Manual of Style figure
numbering tables principles.

When to Use Figures vs. Tables

The choice between using a figure or a table depends on the nature of the information you
want to convey. Tables are best for presenting precise numerical data that requires
comparison across multiple variables. Figures, such as graphs and charts, are more
effective for illustrating trends, patterns, and relationships within data, making complex
information more visually accessible.

For example, a table might list exact population figures for several cities, while a line graph
would effectively show population growth trends over time for those same cities. Using the
appropriate format ensures the visual communication is as clear and impactful as possible.

Handling Multiple Parts of a Figure or Table

When a single conceptual figure or table has multiple distinct parts, Chicago style
recommends labeling these parts individually. For a figure, these might be labeled Figure
1a, Figure 1b, Figure 1c, and so on. Similarly, a table might have sub-tables or sections that
can be referred to in this manner.

This subdivision allows for precise referencing within the text and helps readers navigate



complex visual information without confusion. Each part should still have a clear caption or
explanatory note that describes its specific content.

Using Abbreviations in Tables

Abbreviations can be useful in tables to save space, but they must be clearly defined. If you
use abbreviations within a table, include a key or legend either in the table’s caption or in a
note directly below it. Ensure that abbreviations are commonly understood or explicitly
explained.

Avoid using too many abbreviations, as this can hinder readability. The goal is to condense
information effectively without sacrificing clarity. Standard, widely recognized abbreviations
are generally acceptable without further explanation.

The Role of the Appendix

Lengthy or supplementary figures and tables that are not essential to the immediate
understanding of the main text can be placed in an appendix. Each item in the appendix
should still be numbered sequentially, but typically with a prefix indicating its appendix
location, such as "Appendix Figure A1" or "Appendix Table B1."

The main text would then refer to these items by their appendix designation, such as "See
Appendix Figure A1." This strategy helps keep the main body of the work streamlined while
still providing access to detailed visual information for interested readers.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference in numbering
between figures and tables in the Chicago Manual of
Style?
A: In the Chicago Manual of Style, figures and tables are typically numbered separately and
sequentially within the main body of the text. This means the first figure is Figure 1, and
the first table is Table 1, with subsequent figures and tables following their own numerical
order.

Q: Should I number my figures and tables consecutively
if they are related?
A: No, Chicago style generally advises against combining the numbering of figures and
tables into a single sequence. Keeping them separate, such as Figure 1, Figure 2, Table 1,



Table 2, enhances clarity and allows readers to easily distinguish between different types of
visual information.

Q: How should I caption a figure in Chicago style?
A: A figure caption in Chicago style should begin with the word "Figure" followed by its
number (e.g., "Figure 1."). This is then followed by a concise and descriptive title or
explanation of the figure's content.

Q: What are the best practices for placing figures and
tables in a document adhering to Chicago Manual of
Style figure numbering tables?
A: Ideally, figures and tables should be placed as close as possible to their first mention in
the text. If a visual element is too large or complex, it can be moved to a later page or an
appendix, but it must be clearly referenced in the text.

Q: Can I use sub-numbering for parts of a figure or
table in Chicago style?
A: Yes, Chicago style permits sub-numbering for figures and tables that have multiple
distinct parts. These are typically labeled sequentially, such as Figure 1a, Figure 1b, or
Table 2a, Table 2b, allowing for precise in-text referencing of specific components.

Q: How do I reference a figure or table within the text
according to Chicago Manual of Style?
A: When referencing a figure or table in the text, use its full designation, such as "as shown
in Figure 5" or "the data presented in Table 3." Avoid vague references and ensure
consistency in your referencing throughout the document.

Q: What is the rule regarding abbreviations within
tables for Chicago Manual of Style?
A: If abbreviations are used within tables, they must be clearly defined. This is typically
done in the table’s caption or in a note placed directly below the table, ensuring that
readers can easily understand the abbreviated terms.

Q: When should I consider putting figures or tables in
an appendix?
A: Figures and tables that are lengthy, supplementary, or not essential for understanding
the main text can be moved to an appendix. They should still be numbered sequentially



within the appendix (e.g., Appendix Figure A1), and referenced accordingly in the main
body of the work.
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