chicago style citation figures

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected and comprehensive guide for academic and
professional writing. Within its extensive guidelines, the proper handling of figures and their associated
citations is crucial for maintaining academic integrity and clarity. Understanding how to correctly present
and cite statistical data, charts, and other visual representations of information is a core component of
Chicago style. This article will delve into the nuances of Chicago style citation figures, covering their
placement, numbering, captioning, and the essential in-text and bibliographic referencing methods. We
will explore best practices for integrating figures seamlessly into your work, ensuring your audience can

easily understand and verify the data you present.
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Understanding Chicago Style Citation Figures

Chicago style citation figures are the visual elements, such as tables, graphs, photographs, and illustrations,
that authors incorporate into their work to enhance understanding and present data. Proper citation of these
figures is paramount. It allows readers to trace the origin of the information presented, acknowledge the
creators of the visual material, and avoid plagiarism. The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed
instructions on how these elements should be formatted and referenced within scholarly documents,

whether for dissertations, journal articles, or books.

The overarching goal when incorporating figures in Chicago style is clarity and accuracy. This means not
only presenting the figure itself in a legible and well-designed manner but also providing sufficient
context and attribution. This includes clear numbering, informative captions, and precise in-text references.
Neglecting these details can lead to confusion, undermine the credibility of your research, and constitute
academic misconduct. Therefore, mastering the principles of Chicago style citation for figures is an essential

skill for any researcher or writer relying on visual data.



Types of Figures in Academic Writing

Academic writing frequently employs various types of figures to convey complex information concisely.
Each type serves a distinct purpose and may require slightly different considerations in terms of formatting

and citation. Recognizing these distinctions is the first step towards effective integration.

Graphs and Charts

Graphs and charts, including bar graphs, line graphs, pie charts, and scatter plots, are invaluable for
visualizing trends, comparisons, and relationships within data sets. They offer a more immediate
understanding of statistical information than raw numbers alone. When using figures of this nature, it is
essential that they are clearly labeled with axis titles, units of measurement, and a legend if multiple data
sets are presented. The Chicago style emphasizes clarity in these visual representations to facilitate easy

interpretation by the reader.

Photographs and Illustrations

Photographs and illustrations, such as diagrams, maps, or historical images, serve to provide visual evidence,
explain concepts, or add context. These figures are often used in humanities and social sciences. When
incorporating images, ensure they are of sufficient resolution for printing and display. Permissions may also
be required, especially for copyrighted material, which is a critical consideration separate from citation but

integral to responsible use.

Tables

While sometimes treated separately from figures, tables are also visual representations of data and follow
similar Chicago style principles for numbering and captioning. Tables present precise numerical or textual
data in rows and columns. They are ideal for detailed comparisons and providing exact values that might be

lost in a graph. Like other figures, they must be clearly labeled and sourced.

Numbering and Captioning Figures

Consistent numbering and informative captioning are cornerstones of using figures effectively in Chicago

style. These elements guide the reader through your visual material and provide the necessary context for



understanding its significance.

Sequential Numbering

In Chicago style, figures are typically numbered sequentially throughout the document. This means the
first figure encountered will be "Figure 1," the second "Figure 2," and so on. This sequential numbering
applies to all types of visual elements designated as figures (excluding tables, which are usually numbered
separately, though some disciplines may treat them interchangeably). The numbering helps readers refer

to specific visuals easily within the text.

Descriptive Captions

Each figure must be accompanied by a caption. The caption should be concise yet comprehensive,
providing enough information for the reader to understand the figure’s content without having to refer
back to the main text excessively. The caption typically includes the figure number, followed by a
descriptive title. Additional explanatory text may be included below the title, explaining the data,
methodology, or significance of the visual. Ensure that all key elements presented in the figure are

explained in the caption.

Figure Number (e.g., Figure 1)

Descriptive Title

Brief explanation of the figure's content

Source information (if applicable, often placed below the caption or within it)

The placement of the caption relative to the figure can vary slightly depending on the medium (print vs.
digital) and specific publisher guidelines, but generally, for figures that are not tables, the number and title
appear above the visual, followed by explanatory notes below. For tables, the number and title are typically

above, and notes are below.

Placement of Figures



The strategic placement of figures within your document significantly impacts reader comprehension and
engagement. Chicago style recommends placing figures as close as possible to their first mention in the text

to facilitate immediate reference and minimize disruption to the narrative flow.

When discussing a figure, the text should direct the reader’s attention to it and explain its relevance. For
instance, you might write, "As shown in Figure 1, the sales performance has seen a steady increase over
the past quarter.”" This connection between the text and the visual is crucial. If a figure is too complex to fit
on a single page or significantly disrupts the layout, it may be placed on the following page. However,

constant page-jumping should be avoided if possible.

Inline vs. Full-Page Figures

Figures can be placed inline with the text, meaning they appear on the same page as the paragraph that
refers to them. This is the preferred method when the figure is relatively small and does not disrupt the
text’s readability. Larger or more complex figures might require a full page dedicated to them. In such
cases, the text referring to the figure should appear on the preceding page, or the figure should be placed at

the beginning of the next section if it is thematically linked.

Regardless of placement, the figure must be clearly identifiable by its number and title. If a figure is
exceptionally large, it might be placed in an appendix. However, this should be done only when necessary,

and a note indicating its location should be included in the text where it is first mentioned.

In-Text Citations for Figures

Attributing the source of any figure used in your work is a non-negotiable aspect of academic integrity.

Chicago style offers specific methods for acknowledging figures within the body of your text.

The most common method is to refer to the figure by its number directly in the prose, as mentioned
previously. For example: "The demographic breakdown is illustrated in Figure 3." If the figure is not your
own creation, you must also provide a citation to its original source. This citation typically follows the
reference to the figure number. The format of this citation depends on whether you are using the notes-
and-bibliography system or the author-date system of Chicago style, though the notes-and-bibliography

system is more common for humanities and arts.

Notes-and-Bibliography System



In the notes-and-bibliography system, you would typically use a footnote or endnote to provide detailed
source information for the figure. The first time a particular figure is cited, the note would be
comprehensive, including author, title of the source, publication details, and page number or specific
location of the figure within the source. Subsequent citations to the same figure can be shortened. A

simplified reference might look like: Author, Title of Work, page number.

When a figure is adapted or modified, this should also be clearly indicated in the caption and the
accompanying note. For example, "Adapted from [original source details]." This ensures transparency about

the origin and any alterations made.

Author-Date System

If you are using the author-date system, the in-text citation for a figure would follow the standard author-
date format. For example: (Smith 2020, fig. 3). This allows readers to quickly identify the source and year of
publication. The specific abbreviation "fig." helps distinguish that you are referring to a figure rather than a

general page number from the source.

Bibliographic Entries for Figures

Beyond the in-text citation, a full bibliographic entry for any source from which a figure is drawn must be
included in your bibliography or reference list. This entry provides complete publication details, allowing

readers to locate the original source material independently.

The format of the bibliographic entry will align with the type of source from which the figure originates.
For instance, if the figure comes from a book, the entry will include the author’s name, the full title of the
book, publication city, publisher, and year. If it's from a journal article, it will include the author, article
title, journal title, volume, issue, and page numbers. Figures found online will require a URL and access

date.

It is crucial that the information in your bibliographic entries accurately reflects the source of the figure.
Consistency between your in-text citations (or notes) and your bibliography is vital. Every source
referenced in your notes or text must appear in your bibliography, and vice versa. This meticulous

attention to detail reinforces the credibility of your research.



Citing Figures from Different Sources

The specific details of how you cite a figure will vary depending on its origin. Chicago style provides
guidelines for numerous types of sources, ensuring that you can accurately attribute visual material from

any scholarly resource.

Figures from Books and Journals

When a figure is taken directly from a book or journal article, you will cite the book or article in your
bibliography. In your notes or in-text citations, you will typically reference the specific page number
where the figure appears. For example, a note might read: John Smith, The History of Art (New York:
Penguin Books, 2018), 45, fig. 12. The "fig. 12" indicates that it is figure 12 on that page.

Figures from Websites

Citing figures from websites requires careful attention to the available information. Include the author or

organization responsible for the content, the title of the specific page or image, the name of the website, the
publication date (if available), and the URL. It is also essential to include the date you accessed the material,
as online content can change or disappear. For example: National Geographic, "Spectacular Images from the

Amazon Rainforest," accessed May 15, 2023, https://www.nationalgeographic.com/....

Figures Created by the Author

If you create a figure yourself based on data from various sources or your own research, it should still be
attributed. You would indicate this in the caption by stating "Source: Author’s own compilation" or similar.
If the data is compiled from other sources, those sources would be cited either in the caption or in a note as

appropriate, indicating how the data was used to create the figure.

Ethical Considerations in Presenting Figures

Beyond the technical aspects of citation, ethical considerations are fundamental when using and presenting

figures in academic work. Transparency, accuracy, and respect for intellectual property are paramount.

One key ethical consideration is avoiding misrepresentation. Figures should accurately reflect the data they



purport to represent. Manipulating axes, truncating data, or selectively presenting information to skew
results is unethical and undermines the scientific process. Ensure your figures are as clear and unbiased as

possible.

Furthermore, always obtain permission when required. Many images, especially photographs and custom
illustrations, are protected by copyright. Using them without permission can lead to legal issues. Even
when permission is granted, proper attribution is still necessary. Understanding the licensing terms of any

visual material you use is crucial.

Finally, consider the accessibility of your figures. While not always a direct citation concern, designing
figures that are understandable to a wide audience, including those with visual impairments, is an ethical
practice in communication. This might involve using clear fonts, sufficient color contrast, and providing

descriptive text alternatives.

FAQ

Q What is the primary difference between a table and a figure in
Chicago style?

A: In Chicago style, tables are typically used for presenting precise numerical or textual data in rows and
columns, while figures encompass a broader range of visual elements such as graphs, charts, illustrations,

and photographs. Both require numbering and captioning, but their presentation formats can differ slightly.

Q How should I cite a figure that I have adapted from another source in
Chicago style?

A: When adapting a figure, you must clearly indicate this in the caption. The caption should state that the
figure has been adapted and provide the full citation of the original source, often using a note or

referencing it within the caption itself, e.g., "Adapted from [original source details]."

Q: Do I need to include a page number when citing a figure in a note if
the figure is not on that specific page?

A: Generally, you should cite the page number where the figure appears in the source. If a figure spans
multiple pages or is located in an appendix, it's best to indicate its specific location as clearly as possible, or
cite the page where it is first mentioned or introduced in the text if that is more relevant to your

reference.



Q How do I cite a figure found on a website in Chicago style if there is no
author listed?

A: If no author is listed, you would typically use the name of the organization or the title of the website as
the author. Follow this with the title of the specific page or image, the website name, the publication date
if available, and the URL, along with the access date.

Q Can I use the same figure multiple times in my paper?

A: Yes, you can use the same figure multiple times. However, each instance of its use should be referenced
appropriately, and if you are using the notes-and-bibliography system, subsequent citations can be

shortened after the first full citation. The figure itself should only appear once with its full caption.

Q What is the recommended format for a caption for a Chicago style
figure?

A: A typical Chicago style figure caption begins with "Figure [number]:" followed by a descriptive title.
Any additional explanatory notes or source information are usually placed below the title, often in a smaller

font size.

Q: Is it acceptable to create my own figures using data from published
sources?

A: Yes, it is acceptable to create your own figures using data from published sources, provided you
properly attribute the original sources of the data. Your caption should indicate that the figure is your own

compilation and cite the sources from which you gathered the data.

Q What happens if a figure is crucial to my argument but is located in a
very long or complex document?

A: If a figure is essential, ensure it is clearly referenced in your text and notes. You might consider
including a brief description of the figure's content in your text to orient the reader, even before they
consult the figure itself. For very extensive sources, providing a clear path to the figure (e.g., chapter and

page number) is vital.
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