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The Chicago Manual of Style Figures in Text: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style figures in text refers to the meticulous guidelines governing the
inclusion, labeling, and referencing of visual elements like charts, graphs, illustrations, and
photographs within academic and professional documents. Adhering to these standards ensures
clarity, consistency, and professionalism, making your research accessible and credible to a wider
audience. This comprehensive guide will delve into the core principles of integrating figures in text
according to The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), covering everything from initial placement to
detailed referencing conventions. We will explore how to effectively present data visually, the
importance of proper labeling and captions, and the specific rules for citing these figures within your
narrative. Understanding these nuances is crucial for any writer aiming for scholarly precision and
polished presentation.
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Understanding the Purpose of Figures in Text

Figures are indispensable tools in academic and professional writing, serving to enhance
understanding and convey complex information more effectively than prose alone. In the context of
chicago manual of style figures in text, their primary purpose is to illustrate, clarify, and support the
arguments presented in the written content. They can transform abstract data into tangible visual
representations, making it easier for readers to grasp trends, patterns, and relationships that might
be obscured in a lengthy description.

The strategic use of figures can significantly improve reader engagement. A well-designed chart or a
compelling photograph can break up dense text, providing a visual respite that helps maintain
reader interest. Furthermore, figures can condense large amounts of information into a single,
digestible format, saving both the writer and the reader time and effort. This is particularly
important in disciplines dealing with quantitative data, scientific research, or historical analysis,
where visual evidence often plays a pivotal role in substantiating claims.



Types of Figures Covered by Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style encompasses a broad spectrum of visual elements under the umbrella
term "figures." This inclusivity ensures that a consistent approach is applied across various types of
visual aids. When discussing chicago manual of style figures in text, it is important to recognize the
diverse forms these visuals can take, each requiring specific handling.

Commonly categorized as figures are:

Photographs

Illustrations

Diagrams

Graphs

Charts (including pie charts, bar charts, line graphs)

Maps

Drawings

Infographics

Each of these types serves a distinct function, from showcasing real-world objects to visualizing
abstract concepts or statistical data. The overarching principle is that any visual element not
presented as a table is generally considered a figure in CMOS, and thus subject to its specific
formatting and referencing rules.

Placement and Integration of Figures

The placement of figures within the text is a critical aspect of adhering to the chicago manual of
style figures in text. Figures should not be scattered randomly but rather positioned as close as
possible to the first mention or discussion of the information they represent. This proximity allows
readers to refer to the visual element immediately, enhancing their comprehension of the
accompanying text.

When embedding a figure, it is essential to ensure that it does not disrupt the flow of the prose.
Figures should be set apart from the main body of the text, often with adequate white space
surrounding them. If a figure is particularly large or complex, it may be placed on a separate page,
particularly in longer works like dissertations or books. However, for most articles and shorter
documents, figures are typically integrated within the page where they are first referenced.

The decision of whether to embed the figure directly or refer to it by number is also guided by



clarity. Generally, the figure itself should be visible to the reader when the relevant discussion
occurs. If a figure is too large to fit comfortably on a page, it might be placed on the facing page or
the next available page, but always with a clear reference in the text pointing to its location.

Numbering and Labeling Figures

Consistent numbering and labeling are cornerstones of effectively managing chicago manual of style
figures in text. Each figure must be assigned a unique number, which is essential for clear
referencing throughout the document. In most cases, figures are numbered consecutively, starting
with Figure 1, Figure 2, and so on, throughout the entire work. However, in multi-part documents or
works with distinct sections, numbering might reset at the beginning of each major part (e.g., Figure
1.1, Figure 1.2 in Part 1; Figure 2.1, Figure 2.2 in Part 2).

The label for each figure typically consists of the word "Figure" followed by its assigned number.
This label is usually placed above the figure itself. For example, "Figure 1." or "Figure 2.5." This
labeling system provides a clear and unambiguous identifier for each visual element, facilitating
both in-text references and the creation of a list of figures if necessary.

It is also imperative that the content of the figure itself is clear and legible. If the figure is a graph or
chart, axis labels, data points, and legends must be clearly defined. If it is a photograph or
illustration, the subject matter should be readily apparent. Any text within the figure, such as labels
or annotations, should be of a readable font size and style, consistent with the overall document.

Crafting Effective Figure Captions

A figure caption is the descriptive text that accompanies a figure, providing context and essential
information. For chicago manual of style figures in text, well-crafted captions are paramount for
conveying meaning efficiently. A caption should be concise yet comprehensive, enabling a reader to
understand the essence of the figure without having to read the main text. Typically, the caption
appears below the figure.

A good caption usually includes several key components:

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

A descriptive title or phrase that clearly identifies the content of the figure.

A brief explanation of what the figure depicts, highlighting any significant data, trends, or
elements.

Information about the source of the figure, if it is not original work.

Any necessary abbreviations or symbols used within the figure should be defined.



The level of detail in a caption will vary depending on the complexity of the figure and the context of
the document. For highly technical figures, a more detailed explanation may be required, while for
simpler illustrations, a shorter description might suffice. The goal is always to provide enough
information for the reader to interpret the figure accurately and understand its relevance to the text.

Referencing Figures in the Text

Referencing figures within the body of your text is a fundamental aspect of integrating them
according to the chicago manual of style figures in text. The goal is to guide the reader to the
appropriate visual aid seamlessly, making your argument more robust and comprehensible. When
you mention a figure in your prose, you must refer to it by its number.

There are two primary ways to reference figures in text:

Parenthetical reference: This involves placing the figure number in parentheses, usually at
the end of the sentence or clause that discusses the figure. For example: "The initial sales
figures showed a significant upward trend (see Figure 3)."

In-text reference: This method integrates the figure reference directly into the sentence
structure. For example: "As illustrated in Figure 3, the initial sales figures showed a significant
upward trend."

It is generally advisable to avoid simply stating "see Figure X" without any contextual explanation.
Instead, the text should engage with the figure, explaining what it shows and how it supports the
point being made. For instance, instead of "The data is presented in Figure 4," a more effective
approach would be, "Figure 4 displays a clear correlation between increased marketing spend and
product adoption rates." This active engagement makes the figure an integral part of the argument,
rather than a mere appendage.

Citing Sources for Figures

When using figures that are not your original creation, proper citation is crucial, and this is a
significant component of chicago manual of style figures in text guidelines. Just as you would cite
textual sources, you must acknowledge the origin of any borrowed visual material to avoid
plagiarism and give credit to the original creators.

The source of a figure is typically indicated within the figure caption itself. The format for citing
sources within captions generally follows the principles of Chicago style's note-bibliography system
or author-date system, depending on the preferred citation style of the document. For a note-
bibliography system, you might use a numbered note within the caption or a short-form citation. For
an author-date system, it would be an in-text citation within the caption.

A common practice is to include a credit line, often starting with "Source:" or "From:", followed by
the necessary bibliographic information. This might include the author's name, the title of the work,



the publication details, and a page number or URL if applicable. If the figure is adapted from
another source, this should also be clearly stated in the caption.

For example, a caption might read:

Figure 5. Global CO2 Emissions. Adapted from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change, Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2021), 145.

It is essential to ensure that the full bibliographic details for all cited sources appear in the
bibliography or reference list at the end of your document, corresponding to the short-form citations
or notes provided in the caption.

Ethical Considerations and Copyright

Beyond the mechanics of placement and citation, chicago manual of style figures in text also
implicitly encompasses ethical considerations, primarily concerning copyright and intellectual
property. Using an image or data visualization created by another individual or entity without
permission or proper attribution can lead to serious legal and academic repercussions.

Writers must be diligent in determining the copyright status of any figure they intend to use. This
often involves researching the original source and understanding the terms of use. If a figure is
protected by copyright, obtaining the necessary permissions from the copyright holder is essential
before publication. Failure to do so can result in infringement claims.

Furthermore, even when copyright is not an issue, acknowledging the source of any borrowed
material is a matter of academic integrity. This includes attributing figures that are in the public
domain or are available under permissive licenses. Transparency in sourcing builds trust with your
audience and demonstrates respect for the work of others. Always err on the side of caution and
provide attribution whenever there is any doubt about originality or ownership.

When to Use Figures vs. Tables

A frequent point of consideration when dealing with chicago manual of style figures in text is
knowing when a figure is more appropriate than a table, or vice versa. Both are used to present
data, but they serve slightly different purposes and are best suited for different types of information.

Tables are ideal for presenting precise numerical data in an organized format, allowing readers to
easily compare specific values. They are structured with rows and columns, making them excellent
for displaying detailed statistical information, lists of items with associated data, or comparative
metrics. For example, a table might list population figures for different cities or the chemical
composition of various substances.



Figures, on the other hand, are superior for illustrating trends, patterns, relationships, and
comparisons that are best understood visually. They excel at showing how variables change over
time, the correlation between different factors, or the distribution of data. Graphs, charts, and
diagrams fall into this category, transforming raw numbers into easily interpretable visual
narratives. For instance, a line graph can effectively show economic growth over several decades, or
a scatter plot can reveal the relationship between two measurable variables.

The choice between a figure and a table often comes down to the primary message you want to
convey. If the emphasis is on precise values and comparisons, a table is likely the better choice. If
the focus is on visual interpretation of trends, relationships, or proportions, a figure is generally
more effective.

Frequently Asked Questions about Chicago Manual of
Style Figures in Text

Q: What is the primary difference between a figure and a table
in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, a table is used to present precise numerical data in a structured format of rows
and columns, ideal for direct comparison of specific values. A figure, conversely, is a visual
representation such as a graph, chart, photograph, or illustration, best suited for showing trends,
patterns, relationships, and overall concepts that are more easily understood visually.

Q: Where should the number and title for a figure be placed
according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: According to The Chicago Manual of Style, the figure number (e.g., "Figure 1") and its descriptive
title or caption are typically placed directly above the figure itself. This ensures immediate
identification and context for the reader.

Q: Is it mandatory to include a caption for every figure used in
a document following Chicago style?
A: Yes, it is highly recommended and often considered mandatory to include a caption for every
figure used in a document following Chicago style. The caption provides essential context, explains
the figure's content, and may include source information, enabling readers to understand the visual
without extensive reference to the main text.

Q: How should I reference a figure in my text when using the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: When referencing a figure in your text according to the Chicago Manual of Style, you should refer
to it by its number. This can be done parenthetically (e.g., "(see Figure 3)") or integrated into the



sentence (e.g., "As shown in Figure 3..."). Always ensure the text directly engages with the figure's
content to support your argument.

Q: What if a figure is not my original work? How do I cite its
source in Chicago style?
A: If a figure is not your original work, you must cite its source. In Chicago style, the source
information is typically included in the figure's caption, usually following the descriptive text. This
might be a short-form citation or a credit line indicating the original author, title of the work, and
publication details, with a full reference provided in the bibliography.

Q: Can I use images found online freely for my document
under Chicago style?
A: While you can use images found online, you must be cautious about copyright. Even if an image
appears on a website, it does not automatically mean it is free to use. You must check for copyright
restrictions and obtain permission from the copyright holder if necessary. Chicago style's guidelines
on figures also emphasize ethical sourcing and proper attribution, regardless of copyright status.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle figures that
span multiple pages?
A: For figures that are too large to fit on a single page, Chicago style generally advises placing them
on a separate page, often on the page immediately following the first mention in the text or on the
facing page. Clear references in the text and, if applicable, on subsequent pages should guide the
reader to the figure's location.

Q: Should the font and formatting of figures be consistent
with the rest of my document?
A: Yes, while the specific elements within a figure (like text or labels) might need to be clear and
legible, their overall style and the formatting of the figure's placement should aim for consistency
with the rest of your document. This includes elements like font choices for captions and any text
embedded within the figure, where feasible.
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