
chicago manual of style figure
numbering chapters
The Chicago Manual of Style figure numbering chapters is a foundational element for
organizing and presenting visual information within academic and professional documents.
Ensuring clarity and consistency in how figures are numbered across different chapters is
paramount for reader comprehension and adherence to scholarly standards. This article will
delve into the intricacies of implementing Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) guidelines for
figure numbering, covering the essential principles, practical application strategies, and
common considerations that writers and editors face. We will explore how to establish a
coherent numbering system that spans your entire work, making it easier for your audience
to navigate and reference your illustrations, tables, and other visual aids effectively.
Understanding these nuances is crucial for producing polished, professional documents that
meet the rigorous demands of academic publishing.
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Understanding Chicago Manual of Style Figure
Numbering
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a comprehensive framework for academic
and professional writing, including detailed guidance on the presentation of visual
elements. Figure numbering is a critical aspect of this, ensuring that each illustration,
photograph, graph, chart, or map is uniquely identified and easily referenced. This
systematic approach enhances the readability and credibility of your work, allowing readers
to locate and understand specific visual data with precision. Adhering to CMOS standards
for figure numbering demonstrates a commitment to clarity and scholarly rigor.

Proper figure numbering not only aids the reader but also simplifies the editorial process.
When figures are consistently numbered and labeled according to a defined system, it
minimizes confusion during review and revision. This is particularly important in
collaborative projects or when submitting manuscripts to publishers who strictly follow
CMOS guidelines. The goal is to create a seamless experience for anyone engaging with
your document, from initial reading to in-depth analysis.

Core Principles of CMOS Figure Numbering
At its heart, CMOS figure numbering emphasizes clarity, consistency, and logical



progression. The manual recommends a sequential numbering system for all figures within
a document. While it doesn't mandate a specific format for figure labels themselves
(beyond ensuring they are clear and descriptive), the numbering scheme should be
unambiguous. This means that each figure receives a unique identifier that allows for easy
referencing in the text and in a list of figures.

The primary principle is that figures are numbered consecutively throughout the entire
work. This means you do not restart numbering at the beginning of each chapter. Instead, if
Chapter 1 contains three figures, they will be labeled Figure 1, Figure 2, and Figure 3.
Chapter 2 would then begin with Figure 4, continuing the sequence. This unbroken
sequence is vital for maintaining a global identifier for each visual element across the entire
publication.

Another core principle is the close relationship between the figure number, the figure
caption, and its mention in the text. Every figure should be mentioned at least once in the
body of the text, and the reference should use the figure number. The caption should
provide a concise description of the figure's content, and if necessary, include a source
attribution. This interconnectedness ensures that the reader can easily follow the flow of
information between textual explanations and visual representations.

The Importance of Sequential Numbering
Sequential numbering throughout the entire document is the cornerstone of CMOS figure
management. This approach avoids the potential for ambiguity that can arise from chapter-
based numbering, where multiple figures might share the same numerical identifier (e.g.,
Figure 1 in Chapter 1 and Figure 1 in Chapter 2). By employing a continuous sequence,
CMOS ensures that each figure has a distinct, universally recognizable label.

This unbroken numerical sequence is a hallmark of professional and academic publishing. It
streamlines the referencing process for readers who may want to cite a specific figure or
refer back to it later. Furthermore, it significantly aids editors and typesetters in ensuring
that all figures are correctly placed and accounted for within the final publication.

Figure Captions and Textual References
Each figure must be accompanied by a clear and descriptive caption. This caption typically
includes the figure number, followed by a title or brief explanation of what the figure
depicts. For example, "Figure 1. Global Population Growth Over the Past Century." The
caption should be informative enough to allow the reader to understand the figure's
content without necessarily reading the surrounding text. However, it is not a substitute for
textual analysis.

Crucially, every figure must be referred to in the main text of the document. This reference
typically uses the figure number, such as "As shown in Figure 1, global population growth
has been exponential." These in-text citations serve to integrate the visual information with
the written narrative, guiding the reader's attention to the relevant illustration and
explaining its significance within the context of the argument or information being
presented.



Implementing Figure Numbering Across Chapters
Implementing figure numbering across chapters in accordance with the Chicago Manual of
Style requires a consistent and systematic approach. The primary directive from CMOS is to
maintain a single, continuous sequence of figure numbers throughout the entire
manuscript, regardless of chapter breaks. This means that if your document has multiple
chapters, the numbering of figures will carry over from one chapter to the next.

For instance, if Chapter 1 contains Figures 1, 2, and 3, then Chapter 2 will begin with Figure
4, followed by Figure 5, and so on. This uninterrupted numbering system is essential for
maintaining a unique identifier for each figure across the entire document, preventing
confusion and ensuring straightforward referencing. This continuity is a fundamental aspect
of CMOS style for visual elements.

Establishing the First Figure Number
The process begins with identifying the very first figure in your document, whether it
appears in the introduction, the first chapter, or even an appendix. This figure will be
designated "Figure 1." All subsequent figures, wherever they appear in the manuscript, will
then be numbered consecutively. This creates a unified numbering system that spans the
entirety of your work, simplifying navigation and citation.

It is imperative to plan this from the outset. Before you begin writing or compiling your
document, have a clear understanding of how many figures you anticipate using and where
they are likely to be placed. This foresight will prevent the need for extensive renumbering
later in the writing or editing process. A consistent numbering scheme is not just about
aesthetics; it's about functional clarity.

Continuing the Sequence Through Subsequent Chapters
Once the first figure is numbered, the sequence continues without interruption. Chapter 2
will not start with "Figure 1" again; it will pick up where the previous chapter left off. If
Chapter 1 concludes with Figure 5, then the first figure in Chapter 2 will be Figure 6. This
unbroken numerical progression is the standard for Chicago style and is critical for
maintaining a clear hierarchy and traceability of your visual aids.

This method ensures that every figure has a distinct identity throughout the entire book or
document. When a reader refers to "Figure 15," they know precisely which illustration is
being referenced, irrespective of its placement within the document's chapters. This level of
precision is invaluable in academic and technical writing where accuracy in referencing
visual data is paramount.

Handling Appendices and Supplementary Figures
The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises extending the main numbering sequence to
figures located in appendices as well. This means that if your main text concludes with
Figure 50, and you have an appendix containing figures, the first figure in the appendix
would be Figure 51. This maintains the principle of a single, continuous numbering system
for all figures within the published work.



However, some style guides or specific publication requirements might permit or even
prefer a separate numbering system for appendices (e.g., Appendix Figure A1, Appendix
Figure A2). If you are adhering strictly to CMOS, it is best practice to continue the main
sequence. Always confirm with your publisher or editor if there are any specific exceptions
or preferences regarding figure numbering in appendices. For most general CMOS
applications, the continuous numbering approach is the default and recommended method.

Best Practices for CMOS Figure Numbering
Adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style for figure numbering involves more than just
assigning sequential numbers. Best practices ensure that your figures are not only correctly
numbered but also integrated effectively into your text and presented in a way that
enhances understanding. Consistency is the absolute key; any deviation can lead to
confusion and detract from the professionalism of your work.

These practices extend to the labeling, placement, and referencing of your figures. By
following these guidelines, you contribute to a polished and coherent document that is easy
for your audience to navigate and digest. This attention to detail is what distinguishes a
well-produced piece of writing from a merely adequate one.

Consistency in Labeling
Ensure that the term used for visual elements is consistent throughout the document. If you
refer to them as "figures" in the text and on the first caption, continue to do so. Avoid
switching between "figures," "illustrations," "plates," or other terms without a clear
rationale and proper definition. CMOS generally uses "figure" as an umbrella term for most
visual representations that are not tables.

The format of the figure label itself should also be consistent. For example, always precede
the number with the word "Figure" (e.g., "Figure 1," not "Fig. 1" unless explicitly stated
otherwise by a specific edition of CMOS or publisher guidelines). Similarly, ensure the
spacing and punctuation around the figure number and title are uniform.

Placement of Figures
While CMOS does not rigidly dictate the exact placement of every figure, it strongly advises
that figures should be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the text. This
proximity allows the reader to easily refer to the visual element immediately after it has
been introduced and discussed. Ideally, figures should appear on the same page or the
facing page of their primary textual reference.

If a figure is too large to fit comfortably on a page with its reference, it may be placed on
the following page. However, the textual reference should clearly indicate where the figure
can be found, and the figure itself should be clearly numbered and captioned. Avoid placing
figures at the very end of the document or in a separate section unless absolutely
necessary and clearly signposted.



Referencing Figures in Text
As mentioned earlier, every figure must be referenced in the body of the text. These
references should use the figure number. For example, "The data presented in Figure 5
clearly illustrates the trend." Avoid using vague references like "as shown above" or "in the
following illustration." Direct references using the figure number are essential for clarity
and precision.

When referring to a figure by its number, use the full word "Figure" followed by the number.
For example, "See Figure 8 for a detailed breakdown." If you are referring to multiple
figures, you can list them consecutively, such as "Figures 2–4 show the results." Ensure that
the context makes it clear which figure is being discussed.

Common Challenges and Solutions
Navigating the rules for figure numbering, especially in longer or more complex documents,
can present several challenges. However, with a clear understanding of the principles and
some practical strategies, these can be effectively managed. The most common issues
often arise from a lack of planning, inconsistent application, or misinterpretation of the
guidelines.

Proactive planning and diligent review are the best defenses against these challenges. By
anticipating potential problems and implementing robust solutions early on, you can ensure
that your document's visual elements are presented professionally and adhere to Chicago
Manual of Style standards.

Restarting Numbering Accidentally
One of the most frequent errors is accidentally restarting figure numbering at the beginning
of each chapter. This can happen if writers are accustomed to other style guides or if they
are not paying close attention to the continuity rule. The solution is to maintain a master
list or spreadsheet of all figures, noting their assigned number and location, or to use
document management software that can track this automatically.

A thorough review by an editor or proofreader is also crucial to catch instances of reset
numbering. During the editing process, specifically check that the figure numbers are
sequential and continuous throughout the entire manuscript. If a mistake is found, the
correction involves renumbering all subsequent figures to maintain the unbroken sequence.

Figures Out of Order
Sometimes, figures may be added or moved during the writing and editing process, which
can lead to them being out of sequence with their textual references or with each other.
This is particularly common in collaborative writing environments where multiple authors
contribute to a document.

The best way to manage this is to establish a strict workflow for figure insertion and review.
When a figure is added or moved, its number should be reconfirmed and its textual
references updated accordingly. A final check of all figure numbers against their in-text



citations is essential before submission. Using a "list of figures" can also help identify any
gaps or misplaced numbers.

Ambiguous or Missing Captions
Another common pitfall is the creation of figures with vague or missing captions, or figures
that are not referenced in the text at all. This undermines the purpose of figures as aids to
understanding. The solution lies in creating clear, informative captions that accurately
describe the visual content and ensure that every figure is introduced and discussed within
the narrative.

Captions should be concise yet complete, providing enough information for the reader to
grasp the figure's essence. When crafting captions, ask yourself: "Does this caption tell the
reader what they need to know about this figure?" Furthermore, ensure that the in-text
reference directly correlates with the figure number and that the discussion of the figure in
the text adequately explains its relevance.

The Role of Figures in Academic Writing
Figures play an indispensable role in academic writing, serving as powerful tools for
conveying complex information, illustrating data, and enhancing reader comprehension.
Whether they are graphs, charts, photographs, or diagrams, figures can often communicate
concepts more effectively and efficiently than text alone. They break up lengthy passages
of text, making the document more visually appealing and easier to digest. The proper
numbering and integration of these visual aids, as outlined by the Chicago Manual of Style,
are therefore critical to the overall success of scholarly work.

By presenting data visually, authors can highlight trends, patterns, and relationships that
might be obscure in tabular form or buried within dense prose. Figures can also serve as
evidence to support claims made in the text, providing empirical backing for arguments.
When used effectively and presented according to established stylistic guidelines, figures
significantly enrich the reader's understanding and engagement with the material. The
Chicago Manual of Style figure numbering chapters system is designed to ensure that these
valuable visual components are integrated seamlessly and accessibly.

Enhancing Clarity and Understanding
Visual representations can simplify complex data sets, making them more accessible to a
wider audience. A well-designed graph can immediately convey a trend or correlation that
would require several paragraphs of explanation to describe in words. This clarity is crucial
in academic disciplines where dense information is common.

Figures can also help to reinforce key concepts and arguments presented in the text. By
providing a visual anchor, they allow readers to connect abstract ideas with concrete
examples. This multi-modal approach to information delivery caters to different learning
styles and can significantly improve retention and comprehension of the material.



Supporting and Illustrating Textual Arguments
In research and academic writing, figures often serve as direct evidence supporting the
author's claims. For example, a graph showing experimental results can validate a
hypothesis, or a map illustrating geographical data can support a historical or sociological
argument. The ability to visually present such evidence adds considerable weight and
credibility to the text.

The Chicago Manual of Style's emphasis on clear referencing means that readers can easily
locate and examine the figures that underpin the author's assertions. This transparency is
fundamental to academic discourse, allowing for verification and critical evaluation of the
presented evidence. The systematic numbering ensures that these references are precise
and unambiguous.

Improving Document Readability and Engagement
The strategic use of figures can break the monotony of dense text, making a document
more visually appealing and engaging. Diverse elements, such as images, charts, and
diagrams, can capture the reader's attention and provide a welcome respite from extensive
reading. This can lead to increased reader interest and a greater willingness to delve
deeper into the subject matter.

Furthermore, well-placed and relevant figures can make abstract concepts more tangible
and relatable. By providing visual context, they can help readers to form a mental picture
of the subject being discussed, fostering a more intuitive and profound understanding. The
structured approach to figure numbering ensures that these visual aids are not just
decorative but integral components of the overall narrative flow.

FAQ

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style require figures to
be numbered sequentially across the entire document,
or can I restart numbering in each chapter?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) strongly recommends and generally requires
sequential numbering of figures across the entire document. You should not restart
numbering at the beginning of each chapter. The numbering should be continuous from the
first figure to the last, regardless of chapter divisions.

Q: What is the standard format for a figure caption
according to CMOS?
A: A standard CMOS figure caption begins with the word "Figure" followed by its sequential
number, a period, and then a descriptive title or explanation of the figure's content. For
example: "Figure 1. Global Average Temperature Anomaly, 1950-2020."



Q: Do I need to reference every figure in the text?
A: Yes, according to CMOS guidelines, every figure included in your document must be
referenced at least once in the main body of the text. This ensures that readers are guided
to the relevant visual information and understand its context.

Q: Should I number figures in appendices, and if so,
how?
A: Typically, CMOS advises continuing the main sequence of figure numbering into
appendices. If your main text ends with Figure 30, the first figure in an appendix would be
Figure 31. However, it's always best to confirm this with your publisher or editor, as some
may have specific preferences for appendix numbering.

Q: What if I have both figures and tables? Do they share
the same numbering sequence?
A: No, figures and tables are numbered separately. CMOS requires a distinct numbering
sequence for figures and for tables. You will have "Figure 1, Figure 2," etc., and "Table 1,
Table 2," etc., each following its own sequential order throughout the document.

Q: Can I use abbreviations like "Fig." instead of "Figure"
in captions or text references?
A: While some style guides allow abbreviations, the Chicago Manual of Style generally
prefers the full word "Figure" when referring to a figure, both in the text and in captions,
unless specific publisher guidelines dictate otherwise. Consistency is key, so choose one
format and stick with it.

Q: What is the recommended placement for figures in
relation to their textual reference?
A: CMOS recommends placing figures as close as possible to their first mention in the text.
Ideally, this would be on the same page or the facing page. If a figure is too large, it may be
placed on the following page, but this should be clearly indicated.

Q: How should I handle a situation where I need to
insert a new figure between two existing numbered
figures?
A: If you need to insert a new figure between, for example, Figure 5 and Figure 6, you will
need to renumber all subsequent figures. The new figure would become Figure 6, and the



original Figure 6 would become Figure 7, and so on. This maintains the sequential integrity
of the numbering.
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