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The Chicago Manual of Style Figure Placement in Research Papers: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style figure placement in research papers is a critical consideration for academic writers
aiming for clarity, professionalism, and adherence to established scholarly conventions. Proper placement
not only enhances the reader's understanding of complex data and concepts but also demonstrates a
meticulous approach to scholarly presentation. This guide delves into the nuances of incorporating figures,
such as tables, charts, graphs, and images, into your research papers according to the Chicago Manual of
Style (CMOS), covering everything from initial placement strategies to detailed captioning and referencing.
We will explore best practices for integrating visual elements seamlessly, ensuring they complement your

textual arguments without disrupting the flow of your prose.

Table of Contents

Understanding the Role of Figures in Research Papers
General Principles of Figure Placement in CMOS
Specific Placement Guidelines for Different Figure Types
Captioning and Labeling Figures According to CMOS
Referencing Figures in the Text

Troubleshooting Common Figure Placement Issues

Advanced Considerations for Figure Integration

Understanding the Role of Figures in Research Papers

Figures in research papers serve as vital tools for illustrating, clarifying, and supporting textual information.
They can present data in a more digestible format than lengthy descriptions, highlight trends, showcase
relationships between variables, and provide visual evidence for arguments. The primary goal of any
figure is to enhance reader comprehension and engagement, making complex information accessible and

memorable.

Effective figures are not mere decorative additions; they are integral components of the research narrative.
They should directly contribute to the reader's understanding of the findings and methodology. When
designed and placed thoughtfully, figures can significantly strengthen the impact and credibility of your

research, allowing readers to grasp key insights quickly.



General Principles of Figure Placement in CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style offers clear guidance on the placement of figures to ensure consistency and
readability across scholarly works. The overarching principle is that figures should be placed as close as
possible to their first mention in the text. This proximity minimizes reader disruption, allowing them to
consult the visual aid immediately after encountering its reference, thereby reinforcing the connection

between the textual explanation and the visual representation.

CMOS generally recommends placing figures either within the main body of the text immediately
following the paragraph where they are first cited, or at the end of the chapter or section if they are very
large or numerous. However, for most research papers intended for journal publication or thesis submission,
inline placement is preferred. This immediate juxtaposition is crucial for maintaining an uninterrupted

flow of argument and preventing the reader from having to search for the relevant visual information.

Inline Placement vs. Appendix Placement

Inline placement means embedding the figure directly into the manuscript. This is the default and most
common method recommended by CMOS for figures that are essential to understanding the immediate

text. It allows for a direct, one-to-one correspondence between the text and the visual data being presented.

Appendix placement is reserved for figures that are supplementary or overly complex, and not critical for
the immediate understanding of the main text. These might include extensive datasets, detailed
methodological diagrams that would break up the narrative, or figures that are referenced but not directly
discussed in detail. While CMOS permits appendix placement, it is generally advisable to keep essential
figures within the main text whenever feasible for optimal reader experience in a standard research paper

context.

Consistency in Placement

Regardless of whether figures are embedded within the text or placed at the end of a section, consistency is
paramount. All figures within a single document should follow the same placement logic. If some figures
are placed inline and others at the end of chapters, there should be a clear, justifiable reason for this
differentiation, typically based on size or complexity. This uniformity aids readers in navigating the

document and reduces potential confusion.



Specific Placement Guidelines for Different Figure Types

While the general principle of placing figures close to their first mention remains constant, the practical
application can vary slightly depending on the type of visual element. Chicago Manual of Style, while not

dictating exact pixel-level placement, emphasizes clarity and logical integration for all visual aids.

Tables

Tables are often integrated directly into the text, typically following the paragraph that introduces them. If
a table is exceptionally wide or long and would disrupt the page layout, it may be placed on its own page
following the introductory paragraph or at the end of the chapter. However, for standard research papers,

inline placement is almost always preferred. Tables should be clearly labeled and numbered consecutively.

Graphs and Charts

Graphs and charts, similar to tables, should be placed as close as possible to their first textual reference. They
are frequently embedded within the text. If a graph is extremely large, it might be moved to a separate
page, but this should be done judiciously to maintain the flow. Ensure that axes are clearly labeled and the

chart’s purpose is explained in the surrounding text and its caption.

Images and Illustrations

Photographs, diagrams, or other illustrations should also appear near their first mention. In digital formats,
this is straightforward. In print, if an image is too large to fit without awkward spacing, it might be placed
on the following page or at the end of the section. However, authors are encouraged to scale images

appropriately to fit within standard page margins to facilitate inline placement.

Captioning and Labeling Figures According to CMOS

Accurate and informative captioning is as crucial as placement. The Chicago Manual of Style provides
detailed guidelines for numbering and labeling figures to ensure they are easily identifiable and
referenced. Figures are typically labeled as “Figure 1,” “Figure 2,” and so on, with tables numbered

separately as “Table 1,” “Table 2,” etc. This distinction is important for clarity.



Each figure must have a concise yet descriptive title or caption that explains its content without requiring
extensive reference to the main text. The caption should appear below the figure (for tables, it typically
appears above). It should include sufficient detail for the reader to understand the essence of the visual
element, even if they only skim the captions. The caption often includes a brief explanation of what the

figure illustrates, key variables, and any necessary context.

Content of a Figure Caption

A well-constructed figure caption typically includes:

The figure number (e.g., Figure 1).

A descriptive title that summarizes the content.

A brief explanation of the data or visual information presented.

Definitions of abbreviations or symbols used within the figure.

The source of the figure, if it is not original work (using a credit line).

For images or illustrations, the caption might also include information about the artist, photographer, or
collection from which the image is drawn, along with copyright permissions if applicable. Accuracy and

completeness in the caption are essential for scholarly integrity.

Numbering Conventions

CMOS generally advises sequential numbering for figures throughout the entire work. If a paper is divided
into chapters, some styles might suggest chapter-specific numbering (e.g., Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2), but for
most research papers, a single, continuous sequence is preferred. This simplifies referencing and avoids
ambiguity. Always check specific journal or publisher guidelines, as they may have slight variations on this

convention.

Referencing Figures in the Text

Effective integration of figures into the research paper requires clear and consistent referencing within the



main body of the text. When you refer to a figure, you should explicitly mention it using its assigned
number, such as “as shown in Figure 1”7 or “Figure 2 illustrates these findings.” This direct reference

guides the reader to the appropriate visual aid immediately.

The reference should ideally appear in the sentence that discusses the information presented in the figure.
Avoid simply placing a figure and expecting the reader to understand its relevance without textual
guidance. The text should explain what the figure shows, highlight key takeaways, and connect the visual

information back to your overall argument.

When to Refer to a Figure

You should refer to a figure whenever it provides essential information that supports or illustrates your
points. This could include presenting data that substantiates a hypothesis, visualizing a process described in
the text, or offering evidence for a claim. If a figure contains information that the reader needs to

understand your argument, it must be referenced.

Conversely, avoid referencing figures that are purely decorative or provide redundant information already
thoroughly explained in the text. Each figure should have a distinct purpose and contribute meaningfully
to the reader's comprehension. The decision to include and reference a figure should be strategic, aimed at

maximizing clarity and impact.

Troubleshooting Common Figure Placement Issues

Authors often encounter challenges when integrating figures into their research papers. One of the most
frequent issues relates to page breaks and the placement of figures across these breaks, particularly in print

manuscripts. Ensuring that a figure and its caption are not separated by a page break is a common goal.

Another common problem is when figures are too large to fit comfortably within the standard page
margins without making the text difficult to read. This can lead to figures being awkwardly cropped or
requiring excessive zooming in digital formats, hindering readability. Proper preparation and scaling of

figures are essential to avoid these issues.

Handling Large Figures

For figures that are too large to be easily embedded inline, CMOS offers flexibility. Options include

reducing the figure's size to fit within the margins, breaking it down into multiple smaller figures, or, as a



last resort, placing it on its own page immediately after its first mention. In some cases, a landscape
orientation might be necessary for very wide figures, but this should be used sparingly to maintain

consistency with the document's overall layout.

It is also worth considering whether the entire figure is truly necessary. Sometimes, a simplified version or
a selection of key data points can convey the message more effectively and fit more easily within the page

constraints. Always prioritize clarity and ease of access for the reader.

Figures and Page Breaks

In word processing software, controlling page breaks is crucial. To ensure a figure and its caption appear
together, you can use “keep with next” formatting for the paragraph containing the figure and its caption.
This tells the software to keep that paragraph on the same page as the subsequent paragraph. For tables, the

caption is usually above, so you would apply similar formatting to keep the caption with the table itself.

If a figure absolutely must be placed on a new page, ensure that the preceding text clearly indicates this
transition. However, the goal remains to minimize such breaks and keep figures as close as possible to their

initial textual reference.

Advanced Considerations for Figure Integration

Beyond basic placement and captioning, advanced considerations for figures involve ensuring they are
accessible, well-designed, and contribute optimally to the research narrative. This includes thinking about

color usage, resolution, and the overall visual appeal and clarity of the figures.

When designing figures, consider your target audience and the medium of publication. For online
publications, interactive figures or those that can be zoomed are beneficial. For print, high resolution is
critical to avoid pixelation or blurriness. The goal is always to enhance, not detract from, the scholarly

message.

Color vs. Black and White

The decision to use color in figures often depends on the publication venue and the figure’s content. Many
journals historically preferred black and white to reduce printing costs, but with the prevalence of online
journals, color is now widely accepted and encouraged when it enhances clarity. If using color, ensure that

the figures are still interpretable in black and white or grayscale, as they may be printed that way.



For colorblind readers or in situations where color reproduction is imperfect, using distinct patterns,
textures, and shapes in addition to color can make figures more universally accessible. This thoughtful

design ensures that your visual data can be understood by the broadest possible audience.

Resolution and File Formats

The resolution of your figures is critical for print quality. For print publications, figures typically require a
resolution of 300 dpi (dots per inch) or higher. For web publications, 72 dpi is often sufficient, but higher
resolutions may still be preferred for better viewing on high-resolution screens. Using vector graphics (like
those from Adobe Illustrator or R's ggplot2) is often preferable to raster graphics (like JPEGs or PNGs)

because they can be scaled without losing quality.

Commonly accepted file formats include TIFF, EPS, and PDF for print, and JPEG, PNG, and GIF for web.
Always check the specific submission guidelines of the journal or publisher for their preferred file formats

and resolution requirements.

Q How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the placement of figures
that are very large?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises placing figures as close as possible to their first mention
in the text. For very large figures that would disrupt the page layout, CMOS allows for them to be placed
on their own page immediately following the paragraph where they are first referenced, or at the end of
the chapter or section if they are supplementary. However, the preference is always to maintain proximity

to the text for better reader flow.

Q: Should figure captions always appear below the figure?

A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, figure captions are typically placed below the figure itself.
This convention helps to clearly associate the descriptive text with its corresponding visual element. Tables,

on the other hand, usually have their captions placed above the table.

Q What is the importance of referencing figures in the text?

A: Referencing figures in the text is crucial because it guides the reader to the relevant visual information
that supports or illustrates the written content. Explicitly mentioning figures (e.g., "Figure 1") ensures that

the reader can easily locate and consult the visual aid, thereby enhancing comprehension and reinforcing



the connection between the text and the data presented.

Q: Can figures be placed at the end of a research paper?

A: Yes, figures can be placed at the end of a research paper, typically in an appendix, if they are considered
supplementary or are exceptionally large and would disrupt the main text. However, for figures essential
to the immediate understanding of the content, CMOS strongly recommends placing them inline within

the main body of the text, as close as possible to their first mention.

Q How should I number my figures according to the Chicago Manual of
Style?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends numbering figures sequentially throughout the
entire document (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3). If a paper is divided into chapters, some styles might
suggest chapter-specific numbering (e.g., Figure 1.1), but for most research papers, a continuous sequence is

preferred for clarity and ease of reference. Always verify specific journal or publisher guidelines.

Q What are the best practices for designing figures for better placement
and clarity?

A: For better placement and clarity, figures should be designed with readability in mind. This includes
ensuring that they are appropriately sized to fit within page margins, using clear and legible fonts for labels
and axes, and employing high resolution for print. Using vector graphics can help maintain quality when
scaling. Additionally, consider accessibility by ensuring figures are understandable in black and white if

color is used.

Q How do I ensure a figure and its caption appear on the same page?

A: To keep a figure and its caption together and prevent them from being separated by a page break, word
processing software offers formatting options such as "keep with next" or "keep lines together." Applying

these settings to the paragraph containing the figure and its caption can help maintain their proximity.
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