
chicago manual of style figure placement in
dissertations
chicago manual of style figure placement in dissertations is a critical aspect of academic
writing that demands meticulous attention to detail. Ensuring your figures are correctly positioned
and formatted according to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) guidelines is paramount for clear
communication and academic integrity. This comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of figure
placement, including their introduction, captioning, numbering, and overall integration within the
dissertation structure. We will explore best practices for tables and figures alike, ensuring your visual
aids enhance, rather than detract from, your scholarly work. Mastering these elements contributes
significantly to the overall professionalism and readability of your dissertation.
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Understanding Chicago Manual of Style Guidelines for
Figures
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for presenting all elements of a
scholarly work, including visual aids. For dissertations, adherence to these guidelines ensures
consistency across academic disciplines and aids in the submission process to universities and
publishers. The manual emphasizes clarity, accuracy, and proper citation of all borrowed materials,
including the data presented in figures. Understanding the core principles of CMOS regarding figures
is the first step toward effective placement and integration.



CMOS distinguishes between figures and tables, with specific recommendations for each. Figures are
broadly defined to include charts, graphs, maps, photographs, drawings, and any other non-textual
visual representation. The primary goal is to ensure these visuals are easily understood by the reader
and directly support the arguments or data presented in the text. Improper placement or formatting
can lead to confusion, undermining the effectiveness of your research presentation.

Types of Figures and Their Placement
Dissertations often incorporate a variety of figures to illustrate complex data or concepts. The type of
figure can influence its most effective placement. For instance, detailed graphs or complex diagrams
might require a larger space, potentially influencing whether they are placed inline or in an appendix.

Common types of figures in dissertations include:

Graphs and charts: Visualizing statistical data, trends, and relationships.

Diagrams and schematics: Illustrating processes, structures, or systems.

Maps: Showing geographical locations, distributions, or spatial relationships.

Photographs and illustrations: Providing visual evidence, examples, or artistic representations.

Mathematical equations and formulas: When presented visually, though often treated as
distinct elements.

The decision of where to place these figures depends on their complexity and their direct relevance to
the immediate discussion in the text. Generally, figures should appear as close as possible to the first
mention of them in the manuscript.

Captioning and Labeling Figures
Accurate and informative captioning is fundamental to the Chicago Manual of Style's approach to
figures. Each figure must have a descriptive caption that clearly explains what it represents without
requiring the reader to consult the main text for basic understanding. The caption should be concise
yet comprehensive, providing all necessary context.

According to CMOS guidelines, figure captions typically include:

A figure number (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2).

A brief, descriptive title that summarizes the content of the figure.

Explanatory text that clarifies any abbreviations, symbols, or complex elements within the
figure.

Source information, if the figure is borrowed from another publication or a dataset that requires
attribution.



The caption should be positioned directly below the figure it describes. This convention ensures that
the reader can easily associate the visual with its explanation.

Numbering Figures Consistently
Consistent numbering is a hallmark of well-organized academic documents. The Chicago Manual of
Style mandates a clear and sequential numbering system for all figures. This numbering system
serves as a crucial reference point when discussing figures in the text and when compiling lists of
figures.

In most dissertations following CMOS, figures are numbered sequentially throughout the entire
document. For example, the first figure encountered would be "Figure 1," the second "Figure 2," and
so on, regardless of the chapter or section in which they appear. Some institutions or departments
may have specific variations, such as chapter-specific numbering (e.g., Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2 for
Chapter 1), so it is essential to check departmental guidelines.

This consistent numbering allows for easy cross-referencing. When you mention a figure in your text,
you will use its assigned number, such as "As illustrated in Figure 3, the data shows a significant
upward trend." This systematic approach avoids ambiguity and streamlines the reader's navigation
through your work.

Placement Options for Figures
The Chicago Manual of Style offers flexibility in figure placement, primarily allowing for two main
options: inline placement and placement in an appendix or separate section. The choice depends on
the figure's size, complexity, and its direct relevance to the immediate narrative.

Inline placement is generally preferred when the figure is essential for understanding the text that
immediately follows or precedes it. Placing the figure as close as possible to its first mention ensures
a seamless reading experience. If the figure is large or particularly intricate, it might break the flow of
the text if inserted directly.

Alternatively, figures can be compiled in an appendix or a dedicated section at the end of the
dissertation, especially if there are numerous figures or if they are supplementary in nature. In such
cases, the text will refer the reader to the specific appendix where the figure can be found, for
example, "(see Appendix B, Figure B.1)." This method helps maintain the primary text's readability,
particularly for readers less focused on detailed visual data.

Integrating Figures into the Text
Effective integration of figures into the body of your dissertation is key to their impact. Figures should
not exist in isolation; they must be actively introduced, explained, and referenced within your prose. A
figure that is simply dropped into the document without context or explanation fails to serve its
purpose.

When introducing a figure, you should guide the reader toward it. This introduction can be a simple
statement like, "The following graph (Figure 1) depicts..." or a more detailed explanation of what the
reader should observe in the figure. The text should also interpret the data presented in the figure,
drawing conclusions and making connections to your overall argument.



CMOS emphasizes that figures should illustrate points made in the text, not introduce entirely new
concepts. The relationship between the text and the figure should be symbiotic, with each enhancing
the understanding of the other. Avoid presenting figures that are decorative or do not directly
contribute to the scholarly merit of your dissertation.

Referencing Figures in the Body of the Dissertation
Referencing figures correctly within the text is crucial for guiding your reader and demonstrating your
thoroughness. The Chicago Manual of Style advocates for clear and consistent in-text citations of all
figures, whether they are generated from your own data or borrowed from external sources.

When referring to a figure in your writing, you must use its designated number. For example, you
might write, "The results from our experiment are summarized in Figure 4." If the figure is a direct
reproduction or adaptation of a source, you must also provide a citation for that source within the
caption, and potentially a brief in-text acknowledgment if required by the source's copyright or
permissions agreement. The bibliography or reference list at the end of your dissertation will contain
the full details of the cited source.

Ensure that every figure you include is referenced at least once in the body of your text. Conversely,
avoid referencing figures that are not present in your dissertation. This meticulous cross-referencing
prevents confusion and ensures the reader can easily locate and verify the visual information you
present.

Handling Tables Versus Figures
While both tables and figures are visual aids used to present data, the Chicago Manual of Style treats
them with distinct formatting and placement conventions. Understanding these differences is
essential for proper academic presentation.

Tables are primarily used to present precise numerical data in an organized, row-and-column format.
They excel at showing exact values and facilitating direct comparisons. Figures, on the other hand,
are more suited for illustrating trends, relationships, patterns, or qualitative information. Graphs,
charts, and diagrams fall under the umbrella of figures.

Key distinctions in CMOS:

Captioning: Table titles are typically placed above the table, while figure titles (part of the
caption) are placed below the figure.

Numbering: Tables are numbered separately from figures (e.g., Table 1, Table 2) and figures
are numbered sequentially (Figure 1, Figure 2).

Structure: Tables rely on horizontal and vertical rules to delineate cells, while figures have a
more varied visual structure.

Carefully classifying your visual aids as either a table or a figure and applying the corresponding
CMOS guidelines will enhance the clarity and professionalism of your dissertation.



Common Pitfalls in Figure Placement
Despite careful planning, several common mistakes can undermine the effectiveness of figure
placement in dissertations. Being aware of these pitfalls can help you avoid them.

One frequent error is placing figures too far from their first mention in the text. This forces the reader
to flip back and forth, disrupting the flow of argument. Another issue is overcrowding the text with too
many figures, especially if they are not essential to the immediate discussion, leading to reader
fatigue.

Other common mistakes include:

Inconsistent or incorrect numbering of figures.

Inadequate or missing captions that fail to explain the figure's content.

Poor resolution or clarity of the figures themselves, making them difficult to interpret.

Failing to cite the source of borrowed figures properly.

Confusing the placement or formatting conventions for tables versus figures.

Figures that do not directly support or illustrate a point made in the text.

Thorough proofreading, specifically with an eye towards visual elements, is critical to catching these
errors before submission.

Final Review and Proofreading
The final stage of incorporating figures into your dissertation involves a rigorous review and
proofreading process. This step is not merely about catching typos; it's about ensuring that your
visual elements adhere perfectly to the Chicago Manual of Style and enhance the overall quality of
your work.

During this review, systematically check each figure against your text. Verify that every figure is
referenced at least once and that the reference number in the text precisely matches the figure's
numbering. Ensure that captions are accurate, complete, and correctly formatted, with all necessary
explanatory details and source attributions. Confirm that the placement of each figure is logical and
follows the CMOS guidelines – ideally close to its first mention.

Furthermore, examine the figures themselves for clarity, resolution, and legibility. Ensure all labels,
axes, and legends are easy to read. Compare your formatting of figures against the formatting of
tables to confirm you have maintained distinct conventions. A meticulous final review will catch any
lingering inconsistencies and solidify the professional presentation of your dissertation.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style differentiate
between a figure and a table?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style distinguishes between figures and tables primarily by their format and



purpose. Tables are used to present precise data in rows and columns, facilitating direct comparison
of exact values. Figures, on the other hand, are broader categories encompassing graphs, charts,
diagrams, maps, photographs, and illustrations, used to visually represent trends, relationships,
patterns, or qualitative information.

Q: Where should figures be placed in a dissertation according
to CMOS?
A: According to CMOS, figures should ideally be placed as close as possible to their first mention in
the main text. This inline placement helps maintain reader engagement and facilitates immediate
comprehension. If a figure is exceptionally large or complex and would disrupt the text flow, it can be
placed in an appendix or a dedicated section with a clear reference from the main text.

Q: What information must be included in a figure caption
under the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: A figure caption under CMOS must include the figure number (e.g., Figure 1), a descriptive title that
clearly summarizes the figure's content, and any necessary explanatory text to clarify abbreviations,
symbols, or complex elements. If the figure is borrowed, a source attribution is also mandatory within
or immediately following the caption.

Q: Can I number figures sequentially throughout my entire
dissertation, or should it be chapter by chapter?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends sequential numbering of figures throughout
the entire dissertation (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3). However, it is crucial to check your specific
university or departmental guidelines, as some institutions may require chapter-specific numbering
(e.g., Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2).

Q: What is the correct placement for a figure caption
according to CMOS?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style dictates that figure captions should be placed directly below the figure
they describe. This convention ensures that the explanation is immediately accessible and directly
associated with the visual element it pertains to.

Q: How should I reference a figure in the body of my
dissertation text?
A: You should reference a figure in the body of your dissertation text by using its designated number,
such as "As shown in Figure 5..." or "...demonstrated by the data in Figure 7." Ensure the number in
your text precisely matches the figure's numbering and that the figure is indeed present and correctly
labeled.



Q: What should I do if a figure is sourced from another
publication?
A: If a figure is sourced from another publication, you must include a clear source attribution within or
immediately following the figure caption. This typically includes the original author(s), publication
year, and page number if applicable. A full citation for the source must also be provided in your
dissertation's bibliography or reference list.

Q: What are the consequences of poor figure placement in a
dissertation?
A: Poor figure placement in a dissertation can lead to a confusing and disjointed reading experience,
hindering the reader's ability to understand your research. It can break the flow of your argument,
frustrate your audience, and detract from the overall professionalism and credibility of your work. It
may also lead to revisions or rejection by your institution or publisher.
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