
chicago manual of style figures
chicago manual of style figures are essential visual elements that can significantly enhance the
clarity, comprehension, and impact of written work. This guide delves into the intricacies of
incorporating figures according to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), providing a comprehensive
overview of best practices for their numbering, captioning, and placement. We will explore the
nuances of figure types, including illustrations, charts, graphs, and photographs, and how to present
them effectively. Understanding these guidelines is crucial for authors, editors, and publishers aiming
for polished and professional academic and trade publications, ensuring that visual data complements
textual information seamlessly and adheres to established scholarly standards.
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Understanding Figures in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for integrating visual aids into
written documents. Figures, in this context, encompass any illustration, diagram, chart, graph, map,
photograph, or other visual representation that is not a table. Their primary purpose is to clarify
complex information, present data visually, or add aesthetic value. CMOS emphasizes consistency,
clarity, and proper attribution as paramount when employing figures. A well-placed and clearly
presented figure can often convey information more efficiently and memorably than extensive textual
explanation alone. Therefore, mastering the guidelines for figures is a critical skill for anyone working
within the Chicago style.

CMOS outlines specific conventions for how figures should be prepared, captioned, and referenced.
This includes standardized numbering systems, clear labeling, and precise placement relative to the
text. The goal is to ensure that readers can easily locate, understand, and interpret each figure
without ambiguity. Adhering to these rules not only demonstrates professionalism but also
contributes to the overall coherence and readability of the work, making it accessible and engaging
for a wider audience. The careful integration of figures transforms static text into a dynamic and
informative presentation.

Types of Figures and Their Presentation

Chicago style recognizes a variety of figure types, each with its own considerations for presentation.
The most common include line drawings, diagrams, charts, graphs, maps, and photographs. Each



type serves a different communicative purpose. Line drawings and diagrams are ideal for illustrating
processes, structures, or relationships. Charts and graphs excel at displaying statistical data and
trends, allowing for quick comparisons and identification of patterns. Maps are essential for
geographical context, while photographs provide realistic visual evidence or aesthetic appeal.

When preparing these visuals for inclusion, quality is key. Figures should be rendered in high
resolution to ensure clarity, whether they are digital or intended for print. For charts and graphs,
labels for axes must be legible, and legends should be clear. Color can be used strategically to
highlight important data points or distinctions, but CMOS generally advises against excessive or
distracting use of color, particularly in scholarly works where reproduction might be in black and
white. Consistency in formatting, font choices, and overall design across all figures within a single
document is also a hallmark of professional presentation.

Illustrations and Diagrams

Illustrations and diagrams, including line drawings and schematics, are powerful tools for explaining
abstract concepts or complex mechanisms. CMOS suggests that these figures should be clean,
uncluttered, and clearly labeled. Any essential components within the illustration should be identified
with labels that correspond to the text or the figure caption. Arrows or other visual cues can be used
to indicate directionality or relationships. The level of detail should be appropriate for the intended
audience, avoiding excessive complexity that might overwhelm or confuse the reader.

Charts and Graphs

Charts and graphs are indispensable for data visualization. CMOS guidelines encourage the use of
clear and concise labeling for all axes, titles, and data series. When presenting quantitative data, the
units of measurement should always be specified. The type of chart or graph chosen—whether a bar
chart, pie chart, line graph, or scatter plot—should be the most effective for the data being presented.
For instance, line graphs are excellent for showing trends over time, while bar charts are useful for
comparing discrete categories. Legibility of text, including numbers and labels, is paramount, even
when figures are reduced in size for publication.

Maps and Photographs

Maps provide essential geographical context, and their accuracy is critical. CMOS recommends clear
indication of scale, north arrow, and any relevant legends or keys. Photographs should be of sufficient
resolution to be clear and informative. If a photograph is not original, proper attribution is required,
following the same principles as any other sourced material. For both maps and photographs, the
subject matter should be clearly conveyed by the caption, and any important details within the image
should be explicitly pointed out in either the caption or the accompanying text.



Numbering and Labeling Figures

Consistent numbering of figures is a cornerstone of clarity in any document following Chicago style.
Figures are typically numbered consecutively throughout the entire work. For instance, the first figure
encountered will be labeled "Figure 1," the second "Figure 2," and so on. This sequential numbering
system provides a clear and easy reference point for both the author and the reader. If a work is
divided into parts or chapters and each part or chapter has its own set of figures, a system like
"Figure 1.1," "Figure 1.2," etc. (for Chapter 1) can be employed, but the overall numbering should still
be unified for the entire document unless explicitly stated otherwise by a publisher or specific project
guidelines.

Each figure should be clearly labeled with its number. This label, typically "Figure" followed by the
Arabic numeral, should be placed prominently, usually above the figure itself or as part of its caption.
The importance of this labeling cannot be overstated, as it directly links the visual element to its
corresponding discussion within the text and its descriptive caption. Without clear and consistent
numbering, readers can easily become disoriented, leading to confusion and a diminished
understanding of the presented material. The label acts as an identifier, a beacon in the textual
landscape.

Crafting Effective Figure Captions

A figure caption is more than just a label; it is a concise and informative explanation that
accompanies each figure. According to CMOS, captions should be self-explanatory, providing enough
detail so that the figure can be understood even when read out of context, although they are
intended to be read in conjunction with the text. A good caption typically includes the figure number,
followed by a descriptive title or a brief explanation of the visual content. It should clarify what the
figure depicts, highlight key elements, and explain any abbreviations or symbols used within the
figure itself. The goal is to maximize the figure's communicative power.

The level of detail in a caption can vary depending on the complexity of the figure and the nature of
the work. For simple illustrations, a brief title might suffice. For complex charts or graphs displaying
data, the caption may need to include information about the data source, the time period covered,
and the methodology used. If the figure is borrowed or adapted from another source, the caption
must include a full citation or a brief note indicating the original source, along with any necessary
permissions. This ensures proper scholarly attribution and avoids plagiarism.

Figure Number (e.g., Figure 1)

Descriptive Title or Summary

Explanation of key elements, labels, and symbols

Data sources, time periods, and methodologies (for data-driven figures)

Citation for borrowed or adapted figures



Placing Figures Appropriately

The placement of figures within a document is a critical aspect of usability and flow. CMOS generally
advises placing figures as close as possible to their first mention in the text. This proximity allows
readers to easily reference the visual aid immediately after it is introduced, enhancing comprehension
and engagement. Ideally, a figure should appear on the same page or the facing page as its initial
textual reference. If a figure is too large to fit comfortably on a single page with its surrounding text, it
may be placed on the subsequent page, but this should be done judiciously to avoid significant
disruption.

Authors and editors should consider the visual balance of the page. Overcrowding a page with too
many figures or placing them in a way that creates awkward white space can detract from the overall
aesthetic and readability of the document. For digital publications, responsive design considerations
may also influence placement, ensuring figures display correctly across various screen sizes. In print,
the physical layout and potential for bleed or trim during the printing process are also factors to be
mindful of when determining the final placement of figures.

Referencing Figures in Text

Referencing figures within the main body of the text is crucial for guiding the reader's attention and
integrating the visual information with the narrative. CMOS recommends referring to figures by their
number, for example, "as shown in Figure 3" or "This trend is illustrated in Figure 5." It is important to
ensure that every figure included in the document is referenced at least once in the text. Conversely,
every reference made to a figure in the text should correspond to an actual figure that is present in
the document.

The manner in which a figure is referenced can also influence the reader's understanding. A direct
reference, such as "Figure 7 clearly demonstrates the increase in sales," can draw specific attention
to a key piece of information. Indirect references, such as "sales figures for the period (see Figure 7),"
are also acceptable. The key is consistency and clarity, ensuring that the connection between the text
and the figure is explicit and easy for the reader to follow. Avoiding vague references or relying solely
on the reader to intuit the connection is paramount for effective communication.

Ethical Considerations for Figures

When using figures, especially those created by others or depicting sensitive information, ethical
considerations are paramount. Copyright and intellectual property laws must be respected. If a figure
is reproduced or adapted from a published source, it is imperative to obtain the necessary
permissions from the copyright holder. Furthermore, all sources must be properly acknowledged
within the figure caption or in a dedicated notes section. Failure to do so constitutes plagiarism and
can have serious academic and professional consequences. Accuracy in data representation is also an
ethical responsibility; figures should not be manipulated or presented in a misleading way.



When figures involve human subjects, privacy concerns must be addressed. Consent should be
obtained before using photographs or identifiable images of individuals, especially if they are not
public figures. Sensitive personal data, even when anonymized or aggregated, should be handled with
care to prevent reidentification. Transparency about data sources and any potential biases in the data
or its presentation builds trust and upholds scholarly integrity. The responsible use of figures is an
integral part of maintaining academic and professional credibility.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Several common pitfalls can arise when incorporating figures into a document. One of the most
frequent errors is inconsistent numbering or labeling. This can lead to confusion, as readers may
struggle to match the text references with the correct visual. Another pitfall is the creation of figures
that are too complex or visually cluttered, making them difficult to interpret. Poor resolution or
unclear graphics also diminish the effectiveness of a figure. Ensuring that figures are easy to
understand and visually appealing is crucial.

Failing to reference figures in the text is another common oversight. When a figure is included but
never mentioned, it loses its purpose and can be perceived as extraneous. Conversely, referencing a
figure that is missing or incorrectly labeled creates frustration for the reader. Over-reliance on figures
without sufficient textual explanation can also be problematic, leaving readers without the necessary
context or interpretation. To avoid these issues, a thorough review and proofreading process,
specifically focusing on the integration and accuracy of all figures, is essential.

Inconsistent Numbering

Inconsistent numbering is a prevalent issue that can undermine the clarity of a document. This often
occurs when figures are added or removed during the editing process without updating the sequential
numbering. For example, if Figure 4 is deleted, the subsequent figures should be renumbered
accordingly (e.g., Figure 5 becomes Figure 4). The Chicago Manual of Style mandates a clear,
sequential numbering system, and deviations can cause significant reader confusion. Proofreading
specifically for figure number sequences is vital.

Illegible Graphics

Graphics that are illegible or of poor quality are a disservice to both the author and the reader. This
includes text that is too small to read, lines that are too faint, and images that are pixelated or blurry.
For charts and graphs, ensure that axis labels, tick marks, and data points are clearly discernible. If a
figure is intended for print, it must meet the resolution requirements for professional printing. For
digital formats, ensure that the graphics scale well and remain clear across different devices and
screen sizes. Investing time in creating high-quality, legible graphics is a worthwhile endeavor.



Missing Text References

A figure that is present in the document but never referenced in the text is effectively lost. It serves
no purpose in guiding the reader or supporting the argument. Authors must meticulously check that
every figure they include has at least one corresponding mention within the body of the text. This
ensures that the visual aids are actively contributing to the reader's understanding and engagement
with the material. A simple checklist during the final review can prevent this oversight.

Overly Complex Figures

While figures are meant to simplify complex information, they can sometimes become their own
source of confusion if they are overly complex. This can manifest as too many data series on a single
graph, an excessive number of labels in a diagram, or a visually cluttered illustration. The principle of
"less is more" often applies. If a figure appears too dense, consider breaking it down into multiple
simpler figures, or simplifying the visual elements to highlight only the most critical information. The
caption should then clearly guide the reader through the simplified presentation.

Inaccurate or Misleading Data Representation

The ethical obligation to present data accurately is paramount. Figures should not be manipulated in
a way that misrepresents the underlying data or leads to false conclusions. This includes issues like
truncating axes inappropriately on graphs, using misleading scales, or selectively presenting data
without acknowledging its limitations. Ensuring that the visual representation faithfully reflects the
data is a fundamental aspect of scholarly integrity and builds trust with your audience. Always err on
the side of transparency and accuracy.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is the primary purpose of figures according to the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The primary purpose of figures, as outlined by the Chicago Manual of Style, is to enhance the
clarity, comprehension, and impact of written work by visually representing information, illustrating
complex concepts, or presenting data in an easily digestible format.

Q: How should figures be numbered in a document following
Chicago style?
A: Figures should be numbered consecutively throughout the entire document using Arabic numerals
(e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3). If a work is divided into parts or chapters, a system like "Figure



1.1" might be used for clarity within that section, but overall continuity is generally preferred.

Q: What essential components should be included in a
Chicago-style figure caption?
A: A Chicago-style figure caption typically includes the figure number, a descriptive title or summary,
and an explanation of key elements, labels, and symbols. It should be self-explanatory and, if the
figure is borrowed, must include a citation.

Q: Is it permissible to use color in figures under the Chicago
Manual of Style?
A: Yes, color can be used strategically in figures to enhance clarity and highlight important
information. However, CMOS generally advises against excessive or distracting use of color, especially
in works that may be reproduced in black and white, ensuring that the figure remains understandable
even without color.

Q: Where should a figure be placed relative to its mention in
the text?
A: Figures should be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the text. Ideally, a figure
appears on the same page or the facing page as its initial textual reference to facilitate easy reader
access.

Q: Do all figures need to be referenced in the text?
A: Yes, according to Chicago style, every figure included in a document must be referenced at least
once in the main body of the text to guide the reader and integrate the visual information with the
narrative.

Q: What are the ethical considerations regarding the use of
figures?
A: Ethical considerations include respecting copyright and intellectual property by obtaining
necessary permissions, properly citing all sources, ensuring accuracy and avoiding misleading
representations of data, and protecting the privacy of individuals depicted in figures.

Q: How does Chicago style handle figures that are adapted
from other sources?
A: When a figure is adapted or reproduced from another source, it must be clearly indicated in the
caption. This includes providing a full citation or a brief note identifying the original source, and often
requires obtaining explicit permission from the copyright holder.



Q: What advice does CMOS offer regarding the resolution and
quality of figures?
A: CMOS emphasizes the importance of high-quality, clear, and legible figures. This means using high
resolution for digital files and ensuring that all text, lines, and graphical elements are easily
discernible, whether for print or digital reproduction.
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