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Chicago Manual of Style Figure Placement: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style figure placement according to cmos is a critical aspect of scholarly
and professional writing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and reader comprehension. Proper placement
of figures, whether they are charts, graphs, photographs, or illustrations, significantly impacts the
overall effectiveness of a document. This guide delves deep into the intricacies of adhering to CMOS
guidelines for figure placement, covering everything from their initial introduction in the text to their
captioning and numbering. We will explore the principles behind the recommended practices, offering
detailed explanations and practical advice to help authors navigate this often-complex area.
Understanding these rules is essential for creating polished, professional documents that meet the
rigorous standards expected in academic and publishing environments, particularly when preparing
manuscripts for submission or publication.
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Understanding the Purpose of Figures in CMOS
Documents
Figures serve a vital function in academic and professional writing by supplementing textual
information with visual representations. They are employed to illustrate complex data, demonstrate
processes, showcase visual evidence, or simplify intricate concepts that might be difficult to convey
through words alone. The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) recognizes the power of visual aids and



provides specific guidance to ensure their effective integration into a document. When used correctly,
figures enhance understanding, reinforce key points, and contribute to a more engaging reading
experience. Authors must consider what specific information a figure will convey and how it will best
serve the overall argument or presentation of material.

The decision to include a figure should be driven by its utility. A poorly chosen or unnecessary figure
can distract the reader rather than enlighten them. CMOS emphasizes that figures should be directly
relevant to the text and should add value. This means selecting visuals that are clear, accurate, and
directly support the narrative. Whether it’s a statistical chart showing trends, a schematic diagram
explaining a mechanism, or a photograph providing visual proof, the figure’s purpose must be
unambiguous and its contribution to the reader’s comprehension undeniable.

General Principles of CMOS Figure Placement
The fundamental principle guiding figure placement in CMOS is proximity and logical flow. Figures
should generally appear as close as possible to the text that refers to them. This proximity ensures
that the reader can easily connect the visual information with the relevant discussion without having
to flip back and forth excessively through the document. This makes the reading process more fluid
and reduces cognitive load. CMOS advocates for a thoughtful arrangement that prioritizes the
reader's experience.

Another key principle is consistency. Once a style for figure placement is established, it should be
maintained throughout the entire document. This includes how figures are numbered, captioned, and
referenced within the text. Inconsistency can be jarring and detract from the professionalism of the
work. CMOS aims to create a cohesive and unified presentation of information, and adhering to these
placement principles is crucial for achieving that goal. The manual stresses that these guidelines are
not merely arbitrary rules but are designed to enhance readability and clarity.

Placement Relative to Text
CMOS generally recommends placing figures either immediately after the paragraph in which they are
first mentioned or at the top of the next page. The overriding consideration is that the figure should
not be separated from its explanatory text by a significant amount of intervening material. This
principle of "following the reference" is paramount. If a figure is very large, it may be placed on a
page following the text that discusses it, but it should ideally be on the same or facing page to
minimize reader effort.

When a figure is introduced in the text, the author should ensure that the surrounding text provides
sufficient context and explanation. The figure itself should not be expected to stand alone without any
textual support. Think of the figure as an illustration that complements and clarifies the written word,
not as a replacement for it. Therefore, the placement directly adjacent to the discussion it supports is
the most intuitive and effective arrangement for reader comprehension.

Numbering and Labeling Figures
Figures must be numbered sequentially and consecutively throughout the document. If the document
is a book, numbering usually restarts with each chapter, so figures would be designated as Figure 1.1,
Figure 1.2, and so on. For articles or shorter works, simple sequential numbering (Figure 1, Figure 2,



Figure 3) is typically used. Each figure should have a clear and concise label, typically starting with
the word "Figure" followed by its number and a descriptive title. This system allows for easy
identification and cross-referencing within the text.

The numbering and labeling system should be consistently applied. For example, if you are using
chapter-based numbering, ensure every figure within Chapter 1 is labeled as "Figure 1.x" before
moving on to "Figure 2.1" in the next chapter. This systematic approach not only aids in organization
but also makes it significantly easier for editors and readers to locate specific visual elements. The
label should be prominent and clearly distinguishable from the caption, often placed above the figure
itself.

Captioning Figures
Every figure must be accompanied by a caption. The caption should provide enough information for
the figure to be understood without requiring the reader to consult the main text. This means it
should explain what the figure depicts, identify any key elements or variables, and state the source of
the data if it is not original. The caption typically begins with the figure number and title, followed by
a descriptive explanation. CMOS suggests that the caption should be informative and self-contained.

The style of the caption can vary depending on the publication. Often, the figure number and title are
bolded. The descriptive text that follows should be clear and concise, avoiding jargon where possible
or defining it if necessary. For images obtained from external sources, proper attribution is crucial.
This includes citing the original author or source, the year of publication, and any relevant copyright
information. The caption should be placed directly below the figure, following the established layout
conventions.

In-Text References to Figures
When referring to a figure in the text, authors must use the figure's number. For instance, one would
write, "As shown in Figure 3" or "The data presented in Figure 5 reveals a significant trend." It is
important to integrate these references smoothly into the narrative, guiding the reader’s attention to
the visual aid at the appropriate moment. Avoid simply stating "see figure" without context; instead,
explain what the reader should look for or understand from the figure.

CMOS also advises on how to refer to figures when discussing specific parts of them. If a figure
contains multiple elements, these can be referenced by labels or descriptions within the figure itself,
which should then be explained in the text. The goal is to create a seamless connection between the
discussion and the visual element, enhancing comprehension without disrupting the reading flow.
Consistent and clear in-text referencing is a hallmark of well-prepared documents.

Positioning Within the Text Flow
The ideal scenario for figure placement is to have the figure appear on the same page as the
paragraph that first discusses it. If the figure is too large to fit comfortably on that page, CMOS
permits placing it on the following page, preferably on the recto (right-hand) side. However, the key is
to keep the distance between the textual reference and the figure as minimal as possible. This is to
ensure that the reader’s train of thought is not broken.

Authors should also consider the visual balance of the page. While figures should be close to their



reference, they should not disrupt the overall layout or create awkward white space. Sometimes, a
figure might be placed at the top of a page if it’s too large for the preceding page, or at the bottom if
space allows after the textual discussion. The judgment here often falls to the publisher, but for
authors preparing manuscripts, the principle of proximity remains the guiding star. Placing figures too
far from their referential text can lead to reader frustration and a diminished understanding of the
material.

Handling Complex Figure Arrangements
In instances where a single concept requires multiple related figures, CMOS suggests grouping them
together. These can be presented as a single, multi-part figure (e.g., Figure 1a, Figure 1b, Figure 1c)
or as a series of closely aligned figures. When presented as parts of a single figure, each part should
be clearly labeled, and the overall caption should address the collective meaning of the parts. This
approach helps maintain coherence and ensures that related visual information is consumed
together.

For very complex datasets or illustrative sequences, a series of figures placed consecutively on one or
more pages might be necessary. The key remains to present them in a logical order that reflects the
narrative or the progression of information. Each figure in such a series should still follow its own
numbering and captioning rules. The author must ensure that the textual references clearly guide the
reader through these complex visual arrangements, explaining the relationship between each part
and the overall message being conveyed.

Figures in Different Document Types
The principles of figure placement according to CMOS are generally applicable across various
document types, including dissertations, theses, books, journal articles, and professional reports.
However, specific publishers or institutions may have their own supplementary style guides that build
upon or slightly modify CMOS recommendations. It is always advisable for authors to consult any
specific guidelines provided by their intended publication venue or academic department.

For instance, a dissertation might require figures to be placed at the end of each chapter or in a
dedicated appendix, depending on institutional requirements. Conversely, a journal article typically
demands figures to be integrated as closely as possible to their first textual mention. Understanding
the intended audience and the typical format of the document type is crucial for making informed
decisions about figure placement, even within the broad framework provided by CMOS.

Ensuring Readability and Accessibility
Beyond placement, CMOS emphasizes the importance of ensuring figures are readable and
accessible. This means using clear fonts for labels and text within the figure, ensuring sufficient
contrast between elements, and avoiding overly complex or cluttered designs. High-resolution images
are essential to prevent pixelation and ensure clarity. The goal is for the figure to be easily
interpreted by the intended audience.

Accessibility also extends to considering readers who may have visual impairments. While CMOS
doesn't mandate specific alt-text requirements as strongly as some digital accessibility standards,
providing thorough captions and ensuring figures are logically integrated helps all readers understand



the visual information. For digital publications, adhering to broader web accessibility standards in
conjunction with CMOS guidelines is increasingly important. Ultimately, effective figure placement and
presentation contribute to a document that is both scholarly and user-friendly.

FAQ

Q: Where should I place a figure if it’s too large to fit on the
same page as its first mention?
A: According to The Chicago Manual of Style, if a figure is too large to fit on the same page as its first
textual reference, it should be placed on the immediately following page. Ideally, it should appear on
the recto (right-hand) side of that page to maintain a logical flow and minimize reader effort in
locating the visual.

Q: Do I need to number tables and figures separately
according to CMOS?
A: Yes, CMOS requires tables and figures to be numbered separately and consecutively throughout
the document. For instance, you would have Figure 1, Figure 2, etc., and separately Table 1, Table 2,
etc. If the document is structured by chapters, numbering typically restarts with each chapter, leading
to designations like Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2, and Table 1.1, Table 1.2.

Q: Can I place a figure before the text that refers to it?
A: Generally, CMOS advises against placing a figure before the text that refers to it. The principle is
that the reader should encounter the textual reference first, prompting them to look for the
accompanying visual. Placing a figure before its reference can be disorienting and disrupt the reader's
understanding of the narrative flow.

Q: How should I format the caption for a figure according to
CMOS?
A: A figure caption typically begins with the word "Figure" followed by its number and a descriptive
title. The descriptive text explaining the figure should follow. The exact formatting for titles (e.g.,
bolding) and the style of the descriptive text can vary based on specific publication guidelines, but the
caption must be informative and usually placed directly below the figure.

Q: What if I have multiple related images that I want to
present together?
A: If you have multiple related images, CMOS suggests presenting them as a single, multi-part figure,
labeled as Figure 1a, Figure 1b, Figure 1c, and so on. Alternatively, they can be presented as a series
of closely aligned figures, ensuring that each is clearly numbered and captioned, and that the overall
caption addresses their collective meaning.



Q: Do I need to provide a source for every figure?
A: Yes, if a figure is not original work, you must provide its source. This is typically done within the
caption, citing the original author, publication year, and any other relevant bibliographic information.
Proper attribution is crucial for academic integrity and to avoid copyright infringement.

Q: How does CMOS handle figures in electronic or online
publications?
A: While CMOS primarily addresses print publications, its core principles of clarity, consistency, and
proximity apply to electronic formats. For online content, additional considerations for accessibility
and interactivity may be relevant, but the fundamental guidelines for placement, numbering, and
captioning remain important for reader comprehension.

Q: What is the most important consideration for figure
placement according to CMOS?
A: The most important consideration for figure placement according to CMOS is reader
comprehension and convenience. Figures should be placed as close as possible to their textual
references to ensure a seamless connection between the visual and the explanatory text, facilitating
an easy and intuitive reading experience.
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