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Mastering Chicago Manual of Style Figure Placement for Your Research Paper

chicago manual of style figure placement examples for research paper are critical for
academic integrity and effective communication, ensuring your visual data is presented clearly and
according to established scholarly guidelines. Understanding how to integrate tables, charts, graphs,
and images within your research paper requires meticulous attention to detail, especially when
adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS). This comprehensive guide will demystify the
process, offering clear explanations and practical examples to help you navigate figure placement,
labeling, and referencing. We will cover the fundamental principles of figure integration, discuss
specific requirements for different types of visuals, and provide actionable advice for ensuring your
work is polished and professional. By mastering these elements, you will enhance the readability and
impact of your research.
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Introduction to Figure Placement in CMOS

Understanding the Importance of Figure Placement in
CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for presenting visual information
within academic texts. Proper figure placement is not merely an aesthetic concern; it is fundamental
to the clarity and persuasive power of your research. Figures, whether they are graphs illustrating
data trends, tables summarizing findings, or images depicting key evidence, serve to augment your
written arguments and make complex information accessible. When these elements are strategically
positioned and correctly formatted according to CMOS guidelines, they significantly enhance reader
comprehension and the overall scholarly value of your work.

The placement of figures within a research paper is governed by a set of principles designed to
ensure logical flow and reader engagement. CMOS emphasizes that figures should be placed as
close as possible to the text that discusses them, minimizing the need for readers to flip back and
forth. This proximity creates a seamless reading experience, allowing readers to readily connect the
visual data with the accompanying analysis. Furthermore, the manual dictates specific formatting
for figure numbers, titles, and captions, all of which contribute to a consistent and professional



presentation. Adhering to these standards not only demonstrates a commitment to scholarly
convention but also aids in the efficient dissemination of your research findings to a wider audience.

Core Principles of Figure Placement

The foundational principle guiding figure placement in the Chicago Manual of Style is proximity.
Figures should always appear as near as possible to the first mention or discussion of their content
within the main body of your text. This ensures that the visual element is readily available to the
reader when its relevance is being explained, preventing disruption to the reading flow. Imagine a
reader encountering a discussion of a specific data point; the corresponding graph or table should
ideally be on the same page or the immediately following page, rather than being relegated to an
appendix unless it is exceptionally large or complex.

Beyond proximity, CMOS also stresses the importance of logical integration. Figures should not be
presented in isolation. They must be introduced and discussed within the narrative of your research
paper. This means that before a figure appears, you should refer to it by its number (e.g., "As shown
in Figure 1..."). The text should then provide context and an interpretation of the visual information
presented. Conversely, after the figure, your writing should continue to analyze or elaborate upon
the data or image, reinforcing its significance to your argument. This symbiotic relationship between
text and figure is crucial for effective scholarly communication.

Another key principle is consistency. Once you establish a format for your figures—how they are
numbered, captioned, and styled—you must maintain that consistency throughout your entire paper.
This uniformity extends to the placement itself. For instance, if you consistently place figures after
the paragraph that introduces them, you should continue this practice. Deviating from established
patterns can lead to a disjointed and unprofessional appearance, potentially distracting your reader
from the substance of your research. The goal is to make the visual elements feel like an intrinsic
part of the narrative, not an afterthought.

Types of Figures and Their Placement Needs

Tables as Figures

In CMOS, tables are often treated as figures, particularly when they are complex or contain
extensive data that requires clear labeling and referencing. The primary rule of placement for tables,
like other figures, is to position them as close as possible to the first textual reference. If a table is
relatively simple and integral to a specific paragraph, it can often be placed directly below that
paragraph. However, for more elaborate tables, especially those spanning multiple pages or
containing a great deal of granular data, it is sometimes acceptable to place them after the chapter
or section in which they are first mentioned, or even in an appendix if the journal or publisher’s
guidelines permit and if they are not central to the immediate argument.

The key consideration is readability and accessibility. A table should not interrupt the flow of prose



in a way that forces the reader to hunt for meaning. The table’s title and number should be clear and
precede the table data. Each column and row within the table must be meticulously labeled, and any
abbreviations or symbols used should be explained either in a footnote directly below the table or
within the table’s body if space allows and it enhances clarity. For example, a table presenting
demographic data for study participants would be placed near the section discussing participant
recruitment and characteristics, with clear column headers like “Age Range,” “Gender,” and
“Education Level.”

Graphs and Charts

Graphs and charts, which visually represent quantitative data, fall squarely under the definition of
figures in CMOS. Their placement follows the same principles: near the first textual mention and
discussion. A bar chart illustrating the frequency of certain responses in a survey, for instance,
should appear shortly after the paragraph where you describe these survey results and refer to
“Figure 2” (assuming it’s the second figure in your paper). This allows readers to immediately see
the visual representation of the data you are describing, reinforcing your points without requiring
them to search.

When embedding graphs and charts, ensure they are legible. Axis labels should be clear, the data
points or lines should be distinct, and legends should be easy to understand. If a graph is
particularly detailed, consider whether it can be simplified without losing essential information or if
a brief explanatory note is needed below the caption. For example, a line graph showing trends over
time would be placed when you begin analyzing those temporal trends, with axes clearly labeled
“Year” and “Sales Volume.” The caption would then succinctly describe what the graph depicts, such
as “Figure 3. Annual Sales Volume, 2015-2023.”

Illustrations and Images

Photographs, diagrams, maps, and other illustrative images are also classified as figures in CMOS.
Their placement is governed by the same proximity rule. If you are discussing a specific historical
artifact, a photograph of that artifact should be placed near the discussion. Similarly, if you are
explaining a geographical phenomenon with a map, the map should be located when that
phenomenon is first introduced. The image should be high quality and clearly visible, with a
descriptive caption below it that identifies the figure number, title, and any necessary attribution or
source information.

For example, if your research analyzes architectural styles and you include a photograph of a
particular building, this photograph (labeled as Figure 4) would be placed immediately after or very
near the paragraph in which you first name and describe the building and its stylistic elements. The
caption might read: “Figure 4. The Rookery Building, Chicago, showcasing its iconic atrium design.”
This ensures that readers can instantly visualize the subject of your analysis as you discuss its
features, making your arguments more concrete and persuasive.



Detailed Examples of Figure Placement

Let’s consider a research paper on the economic impact of renewable energy in a specific region.
The author has compiled data on job creation, investment, and energy output. The first figure might
be a table summarizing investment figures. This table, labeled “Table 1,” would be introduced in the
text with a phrase like, "Initial investment figures are detailed in Table 1." Ideally, Table 1 would
appear on the same page or the immediately following page after this sentence.

Following the discussion of investment, the author might then present data on job creation through
a bar chart. This chart, labeled “Figure 1,” would be introduced with a sentence such as, "The
impact on employment is illustrated in Figure 1." If the discussion of investment and job creation
occurs within the same section or chapter, Figure 1 would likely follow Table 1 or appear shortly
thereafter, still in close proximity to its textual reference. The chart itself would clearly show job
growth categories (e.g., solar installation, wind turbine maintenance) on one axis and the number of
jobs created on the other.

Later in the paper, the author might discuss the correlation between investment and energy output,
using a scatter plot. This scatter plot, labeled “Figure 2,” would be introduced when this correlation
is first analyzed. For instance, the text might read, "A positive correlation between increased
investment and enhanced energy production is evident in Figure 2." The scatter plot would be
placed near this explanation, visually demonstrating the relationship between these two variables. If
these figures are all within the same chapter or section, their placement would be sequential,
following their initial textual introduction.

For a more complex research paper, especially one in the humanities, a researcher might include
historical photographs. Suppose a paper examines the evolution of urban design in Paris. A
photograph of Baron Haussmann’s renovations, labeled “Figure 3,” would appear near the section
detailing his urban planning initiatives. The caption would provide essential context, such as “Figure
3. Boulevard construction during Haussmann’s renovation of Paris, circa 1860s.” The placement
ensures that readers can see the visual evidence being discussed as the author explains its
significance.

Captioning and Labeling Figures Correctly

Clear and consistent captioning is paramount when using figures in a research paper according to
the Chicago Manual of Style. Each figure must have a number followed by a descriptive title. The
numbering should be sequential, starting with Figure 1, Figure 2, and so on, throughout the entire
document. If you are using both tables and figures, CMOS often recommends numbering them
separately (Table 1, Table 2; Figure 1, Figure 2), although some fields or publishers may prefer
treating all visual elements as figures. Always check your specific submission guidelines.

The caption itself should be concise yet informative, explaining what the figure represents. For
graphs and charts, this includes identifying the variables on each axis and the units of measurement.
For images, it should identify the subject, the date or period, and the location, if applicable. Any
necessary attribution to the source of the image or data must also be included. This information is
typically placed directly below the figure. For example:



e Figure 1. Average Monthly Temperature (°C) in Chicago, 2020-2023.
e Table 2. Survey Responses on Customer Satisfaction, by Demographic Group.

e Figure 3. Photograph of the Acropolis, Athens, Greece.

In addition to the main caption, sometimes supplementary notes are required. These notes can
clarify specific data points, explain abbreviations used within the figure, or provide statistical
significance markers. These notes are usually placed directly below the caption, often using
superscript letters or symbols to refer to specific parts of the figure. For instance, a note might read,
"Note: p < 0.05. Data collected from the National Weather Service archives." This level of detail
ensures that the reader can fully understand and interpret the visual information presented.

When figures span multiple pages, it is crucial to ensure that page numbers are clearly indicated,
and that the continuation of the figure is evident. Some style guides recommend repeating the figure
number and title at the top of subsequent pages if the figure is exceptionally long. However, for most
academic papers, the goal is to keep figures to a manageable size, so they appear on a single page or
are clearly integrated without unnecessary fragmentation. Always aim for clarity and ease of
comprehension, ensuring that the figure is not so large or complex that it detracts from the overall
readability of your paper.

Referencing Figures in the Text

Referring to figures within the body of your research paper is essential for integrating them
seamlessly into your narrative and for guiding your reader. According to CMOS, when you first
mention a figure, you should refer to it by its number in parentheses, or as part of the sentence. For
example, you can write, "The data suggests a significant upward trend (see Figure 1)" or "Figure 1
illustrates the upward trend in the data." Both methods are acceptable, but consistency is key.
Choose one approach and use it throughout your paper.

The reference in the text should prompt the reader to look at the figure, and the text should then
provide an explanation or interpretation of what the figure shows. Do not simply present a figure
and expect the reader to understand its significance. Your writing should elaborate on the data,
trends, or images presented. For instance, after referencing Figure 1 and presenting it, you might
write, "As Figure 1 demonstrates, there has been a steady increase in average monthly temperatures
since 2020, with a particularly sharp rise observed in the summer months."

It is also important to use figures strategically. Only include visuals that genuinely contribute to your
argument or understanding of the topic. Avoid overcrowding your paper with unnecessary figures.
Each figure should have a clear purpose and be directly linked to the points you are making in the
surrounding text. When discussing the results of a survey, refer to the table or graph summarizing
those results. When analyzing a historical event, refer to relevant photographs or maps. This ensures
that every visual element serves a purpose in supporting your research.

Moreover, when you are discussing multiple figures that relate to a similar point, you can refer to



them collectively if appropriate, but ensure clarity remains paramount. For example, "The projected
growth rates across all product lines are depicted in Figures 2, 3, and 4." However, if each figure
offers distinct information, it is often better to discuss them individually in separate paragraphs,
referencing each one accordingly. The goal is to make the connection between your text and the
visual data explicit and easy for your readers to follow.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

One of the most frequent errors in figure placement is placing figures too far from their first textual
reference. This forces readers to constantly flip back and forth between the text and the visuals,
disrupting the reading flow and potentially leading to confusion or disengagement. Figures should
be positioned on the same page as their initial mention, or on the very next page, whenever possible.
This proximity ensures that the visual data is immediately accessible when it is being discussed.

Another common pitfall is failing to properly label or caption figures. Missing figure numbers,
illegible titles, or incomplete descriptions can render a figure useless or misleading. Every figure
must be clearly numbered sequentially, with a descriptive title that accurately reflects its content. If
an image is not your own, proper attribution is also a critical component of proper captioning and
must be included. Inadequate labeling is a significant breach of scholarly practice.

Over-reliance on figures without adequate textual explanation is also a mistake. Figures are meant

to supplement and illustrate your arguments, not to replace them. You must introduce, discuss, and
interpret your figures in the text. Simply dropping a graph or table into your paper without context
or analysis leaves the reader to guess at its significance. Ensure that your writing explains what the
figure shows and why it is important to your research.

Furthermore, inconsistent formatting is a common problem. If you decide to place figures after the
paragraphs that introduce them, maintain this practice throughout your paper. Similarly, if you
choose to use a specific style for your captions, adhere to it rigorously. Inconsistencies in figure
numbering, caption style, or placement create a disorganized and unprofessional impression,
detracting from the credibility of your work. Always aim for a polished and uniform presentation.

Finally, including figures that do not directly support your argument is a common oversight. Every
visual element in your paper should serve a specific purpose. If a figure is merely decorative or does
not offer unique insights, it is best to omit it. This principle applies to both the inclusion of new
figures and the formatting of existing ones. Ensure that each figure enhances your research rather
than cluttering it.

FAQ: Chicago Manual of Style Figure Placement Examples for Research Paper

Q: What is the primary rule for placing figures in a research paper according to the Chicago Manual
of Style?

A: The primary rule is proximity. Figures should be placed as close as possible to the first textual
reference or discussion of their content to ensure ease of access for the reader and to maintain a
logical flow.

Q: Can I place all my figures at the end of my paper in an appendix?



A: Generally, CMOS advises against placing figures solely in an appendix unless they are
exceptionally large, complex, or supplementary to the main text and the specific publication
guidelines allow for it. The preferred method is to integrate them within the main body of the paper
near their discussion.

Q: How should I number my figures if I have both tables and figures?

A: CMOS typically recommends numbering tables and figures separately. Tables are numbered as
Table 1, Table 2, etc., and figures are numbered as Figure 1, Figure 2, etc., sequentially throughout
the document. However, always check specific journal or publisher guidelines, as some may treat all
visual elements as figures.

Q: What information must be included in a figure caption according to CMOS?

A: A figure caption must include the figure number (e.g., Figure 1) followed by a clear and concise
title that describes the content of the figure. If applicable, it should also include source information,
notes, or explanations for abbreviations.

Q: Should I refer to figures in my text by their numbers?

A: Yes, you should refer to figures by their numbers in the text. You can do this parenthetically (e.g.,
"as shown in Figure 3") or as part of the sentence (e.g., "Figure 3 illustrates the data"). Consistency
in your referencing style is important.

Q: What if a figure is very large and takes up a whole page?

A: If a figure is large enough to occupy an entire page, it should ideally be placed on the page
immediately following its first textual reference. Ensure that the figure is clearly labeled and that
the text preceding it adequately introduces its content.

Q: How do I handle figures that are not my own original creation?

A: When using figures, images, or data that are not your own, you must provide proper attribution in
the caption. This typically includes the original source, author, and publication details, following
CMOS citation guidelines for images and other borrowed material.

Q: Can I place a figure on the same page as its reference if it’s the last thing on that page?

A: Yes, placing a figure on the same page as its first textual reference is ideal. If the reference is the
last item before the figure on that page, and the figure itself fits without excessive white space, this
is generally acceptable and often preferred for optimal reader experience.

Q: What does CMOS mean by "interpretive text" for figures?

A: Interpretive text refers to the written explanation and analysis you provide in your paper that
describes what the figure shows and why it is significant to your research. It's not enough to present
a figure; you must explain its findings and connect them to your argument.
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