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Chicago Manual of Style for Tables and Figures: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style for tables and figures provides a critical framework for presenting complex
information clearly and professionally in academic and professional writing. Mastering these guidelines
ensures that your data, charts, and illustrations are not only visually appealing but also easily understood by
your audience. This article will delve into the intricacies of how the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS)
dictates the formatting, numbering, captioning, and placement of tables and figures. We will explore best
practices for creating effective visual aids that enhance your text and adhere to established scholarly
standards, covering everything from basic table construction to the nuanced requirements for citing and
referencing visual elements. Understanding these principles is essential for anyone aiming for polished and
impactful written communication.
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Understanding the Purpose of Tables and Figures
Tables and figures serve distinct yet complementary roles in scholarly and professional writing. Their
primary purpose is to present information that would be cumbersome, inefficient, or impossible to convey
effectively through prose alone. Tables excel at organizing discrete data points into rows and columns,
allowing for easy comparison and analysis of quantitative information. Figures, on the other hand,
encompass a broader range of visual representations, including graphs, charts, maps, diagrams, and
photographs, which are ideal for illustrating trends, relationships, patterns, or processes.

Effective use of tables and figures can significantly enhance reader comprehension by breaking down
complex data into digestible visual formats. They can highlight key findings, support arguments, and
provide evidence for claims made within the text. When used appropriately, these visual elements can
make your work more engaging, persuasive, and memorable, contributing to a higher overall quality of
communication.



General Principles for Tables in Chicago Style
The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes clarity, conciseness, and consistency when it comes to tables. A
well-designed table should be self-explanatory, allowing readers to grasp its content without extensive
textual explanation. This means that titles, column headings, and row labels must be clear, unambiguous,
and descriptive. The goal is to present data in an organized and accessible manner that facilitates quick
understanding and accurate interpretation.

Chicago style recommends a minimalist approach to table design, avoiding unnecessary embellishments.
Borders should be used judiciously, typically to separate the header row from the data and to delineate the
entire table. Internal horizontal rules are generally preferred over vertical rules, as vertical rules can create
visual clutter and impede the eye's movement across rows. The emphasis is on the data itself, with
formatting serving to enhance readability rather than distract from it.

Formatting Specific Elements of Chicago Style Tables
When constructing a table in Chicago style, several specific formatting elements require attention. The
table number and title are paramount. The table number, typically Arabic numerals (Table 1, Table 2, etc.),
precedes the title. The title should be concise and accurately reflect the table's content. It is usually set in
title case and placed above the table itself.

Column headings should be brief and informative, clearly identifying the data within each column. They
are typically centered and may be in bold or italicized depending on the context and the overall style of the
publication. Row labels, which identify the items in each row, are generally left-aligned. Any units of
measurement should be clearly indicated, either in the column heading or in a footnote. Footnotes within a
table are indicated by lowercase letters (a, b, c, etc.) or symbols, and these are explained in a table footnote
section below the main table body.

Table numbering uses Arabic numerals (Table 1, Table 2).

The table title is placed above the table and is typically in title case.

Column headings are clear, concise, and descriptive.

Row labels identify the entries in each row.

Units of measurement are specified.

Table footnotes use lowercase letters or symbols.



General Principles for Figures in Chicago Style
Figures in Chicago style encompass a wide array of visual materials, from graphs and charts to photographs
and illustrations. Like tables, figures must be clear, informative, and serve a distinct purpose in supporting
the text. The overarching principle is that a figure should be understandable on its own, with its caption
providing necessary context and explanation. Figures should be designed to present information visually in
a way that is easily grasped by the reader.

The presentation of figures should prioritize legibility and accuracy. This means ensuring that fonts are
readable, colors are used effectively and not excessively, and that axes and labels on graphs are clearly
marked. Complex diagrams should be simplified where possible without losing essential information. The
ultimate aim is to make the visual element an asset to the reader's understanding, rather than a barrier.

Formatting Specific Elements of Chicago Style Figures
Each figure must be clearly identified with a number, typically Arabic numerals (Figure 1, Figure 2, etc.).
This number, along with the caption, is placed below the figure. The caption should provide a concise and
descriptive title for the figure, followed by any necessary explanatory text. This text can include details
about the data presented, the methodology used, or specific elements highlighted within the figure.

For graphical figures, all axes should be labeled with their respective variables and units of measurement.
Legends or keys should be included to explain any symbols, colors, or patterns used. For photographs or
illustrations, credit lines or copyright information may need to be included, often within the caption or a
separate note below it, following specific attribution guidelines. The visual composition should be balanced
and uncluttered, drawing the reader's eye to the essential information.

Figure numbering uses Arabic numerals (Figure 1, Figure 2).

The figure number and caption are placed below the figure.

Captions are descriptive and provide context.

Graphs require clearly labeled axes and units.

Legends or keys are used to explain visual elements.

Attribution for images may be required.



Captioning Tables and Figures According to Chicago Style
The caption is a crucial component for both tables and figures, acting as the bridge between the visual
element and the reader. For tables, the caption typically consists of the table number followed by a
descriptive title, placed above the table. For figures, the caption is generally placed below the figure and
includes the figure number followed by a descriptive title and any necessary explanatory text.

The descriptive title should be concise yet informative, clearly indicating what the table or figure
represents. For figures, the caption can also include explanatory notes that elaborate on specific data points,
trends, or symbols used within the visual. If the table or figure is derived from another source, the caption
must also include a citation to that source, typically in a shortened form, with full details provided in the
bibliography or reference list. This ensures proper attribution and allows readers to locate the original
material.

Referencing Tables and Figures in the Text
It is essential to refer to every table and figure within the body of your text. This ensures that readers are
guided to the relevant visual information and understand its significance. References should be made by
the table or figure number, for example, "(see Table 1)" or "as shown in Figure 2." Avoid simply saying
"the table below" or "the figure on the next page," as the final layout may shift. Always use the designated
number.

The reference in the text should typically appear before the table or figure is presented, or at least in the
paragraph where its content is first discussed. This allows readers to look at the visual element when it is
most relevant to the discussion. If you are referring to specific parts of a table or figure, you can indicate
this in the text, such as "the data in the first column of Table 3" or "the upward trend illustrated in Figure
4."

Placement of Tables and Figures
Chicago style generally advises placing tables and figures as close as possible to their first mention in the
text. This proximity enhances readability and allows readers to easily consult the visual information while
reading the accompanying prose. Ideally, a table or figure should appear on the same page or the facing
page as its initial reference.

However, practical considerations often dictate placement. If a table or figure is very large, it might need to
be placed on a separate page. In such cases, it should still be located immediately following the page where
it is first mentioned. For extensive works with many tables and figures, a separate list of tables and a list of
figures may be included at the beginning of the document, similar to a table of contents. The primary goal
is to ensure that the reader can access the visual information without undue effort or interruption to their
reading flow.



When to Use Tables vs. Figures
Deciding whether to use a table or a figure depends on the nature of the data and the message you wish to
convey. Tables are best suited for presenting precise numerical data that allows for direct comparison of
values. For instance, a table is ideal for showing sales figures across different regions or experimental results
with multiple variables. They are highly effective for displaying quantitative relationships that benefit
from exact values.

Figures, on the other hand, are superior for illustrating trends, patterns, relationships, and comparisons in a
more visual and often qualitative manner. A line graph can effectively show a trend over time, a bar chart
can compare quantities across categories, and a pie chart can illustrate proportions of a whole. Figures are
also the preferred choice for displaying images, diagrams, maps, or any visual representation that does not
primarily rely on exact numerical comparison but rather on overall form and relationship.

---

FAQ

Q: How should I number tables and figures in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, both tables and figures are numbered sequentially using Arabic numerals (e.g., Table 1,
Table 2; Figure 1, Figure 2). Each type of visual element is numbered independently.

Q: Where do the title and caption go for tables and figures in Chicago
style?
A: For tables, the table number and title are placed above the table. For figures, the figure number and
caption are typically placed below the figure.

Q: What is the purpose of a table footnote in Chicago style?
A: Table footnotes are used to provide additional explanatory information, definitions, or sources for specific
data points within the table that cannot be adequately conveyed in the column headings or main body.
They are indicated by lowercase letters or symbols.

Q: Can I use vertical rules in tables according to Chicago style?
A: Chicago style generally discourages the use of vertical rules in tables as they can create visual clutter.
Horizontal rules are preferred, primarily to separate the header row from the data and to enclose the entire



table.

Q: How do I reference a table or figure in my text?
A: You should reference tables and figures in your text by their designated number (e.g., "as shown in
Table 3" or "Figure 5 illustrates"). This reference should appear close to the first discussion of the visual
element.

Q: When should I use a figure instead of a table?
A: Use a figure when you want to illustrate trends, patterns, relationships, or comparisons visually,
especially when exact numerical values are less important than the overall shape of the data or a conceptual
representation. Graphs, charts, and diagrams are common examples.

Q: Do I need to include a source citation for every table and figure?
A: Yes, if a table or figure is not original to your work, you must provide a citation to its source. This is
typically done within the caption itself, often in a shortened form, with full details in the bibliography.

Q: What are the general design principles for tables and figures in
Chicago style?
A: The general principles emphasize clarity, conciseness, and consistency. Tables and figures should be self-
explanatory, with minimal formatting distractions, allowing the data or visual information to be easily
understood by the reader.
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