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chicago manual of style figure numbering for dissertations is a critical aspect of
academic writing that ensures clarity, consistency, and professionalism. Proper labeling of
visual elements like figures, tables, and other illustrations is paramount for readers to
navigate and understand your research effectively. This guide delves deep into the
intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) guidelines for numbering these essential
components within dissertations and theses, covering everything from initial setup to
advanced considerations. We will explore the fundamental principles of figure numbering,
common pitfalls to avoid, and best practices for integrating these elements seamlessly into
your academic work, thereby enhancing its overall readability and scholarly impact.
Understanding these nuances will empower you to present your research with confidence
and adhere to the highest academic standards expected in dissertation writing.

Table of Contents
Understanding the Basics of Figure Numbering
Types of Visual Elements Requiring Numbering
The Chicago Manual of Style's Approach to Figure Numbering
Formatting Figure Captions and Labels
Placement of Figures and Tables
Sequential vs. Chapter-Specific Numbering
Handling Multiple Figure Series
Consistency is Key: Maintaining Standards
Common Errors in Dissertation Figure Numbering
Best Practices for Effective Figure Management
Digital Submission and Formatting Considerations
Seeking Clarification and University Guidelines

Understanding the Basics of Figure Numbering

The fundamental purpose of numbering figures, tables, and other visual elements in a
dissertation is to provide a clear and consistent method for referencing them throughout
the text. This systematic approach allows readers to easily locate specific illustrations and
connect them to the discussion in the main body of the work. Without a standardized
numbering system, a dissertation can become confusing, hindering the reader’s
comprehension and the author’s ability to effectively communicate their findings.

Adhering to a recognized style guide, such as the Chicago Manual of Style, ensures that
your dissertation meets the expected academic conventions. This not only demonstrates
attention to detail but also facilitates interdisciplinary understanding, as researchers from
various fields are likely familiar with such established guidelines. The numbering system
serves as a navigational tool, making the research accessible and digestible for a diverse
academic audience.



Types of Visual Elements Requiring Numbering

While the term "figure" is often used broadly, the Chicago Manual of Style and academic
conventions distinguish between various types of visual elements that typically require
specific numbering and labeling. Recognizing these distinctions is crucial for accurate
application of the style guide's rules.

Figures

Figures, in the context of CMOS, generally encompass a wide range of non-textual visual
representations. This includes photographs, drawings, charts, graphs, maps, diagrams, and
schematics. Any visual element that is not a table and conveys information or data through
graphical means is typically classified as a figure.

Tables

Tables are distinct from figures in that they present data in rows and columns. They are
used to organize numerical or textual information in a structured format for easy
comparison and analysis. CMOS has specific guidelines for table numbering and formatting,
which differ from those for figures.

Illustrations

While often used interchangeably with figures, "illustrations" can sometimes refer more
specifically to artistic renderings, line drawings, or decorative elements. However, for
academic purposes, especially in dissertations, most illustrative content is treated as a
figure and adheres to figure numbering conventions.

The Chicago Manual of Style's Approach to Figure
Numbering

The Chicago Manual of Style offers clear and flexible guidelines for numbering figures,
allowing for adaptation based on the needs of the dissertation and the requirements of the
institution. The primary goal is clarity and ease of reference.

Sequential Numbering System



The most common approach recommended by CMOS is a simple sequential numbering
system for all figures throughout the dissertation. This means the first figure encountered in
the document is labeled Figure 1, the second Figure 2, and so on, regardless of the chapter
in which they appear. This method is straightforward and highly effective for maintaining a
clear overview of all visual content.

Numbering within Chapters

An alternative, and often preferred, method for dissertations is numbering figures
sequentially within each chapter. In this system, the first figure in Chapter 1 is Figure 1.1,
the second is Figure 1.2, and so forth. If a new chapter begins, say Chapter 2, the first
figure in that chapter would be Figure 2.1, the second Figure 2.2, and so forth. This chapter-
specific numbering can be particularly helpful in lengthy dissertations, as it breaks down
the visual content into more manageable sections and makes it easier for readers to locate
figures related to a particular chapter's discussion.

The choice between a purely sequential system and a chapter-specific system often
depends on institutional guidelines or the author's preference for organization. Regardless
of the chosen system, consistency is paramount.

Formatting Figure Captions and Labels

Proper formatting of figure captions and labels is essential for both clarity and adherence to
CMOS. These elements provide context and information about each visual element.

Placement of Labels

Figure labels, such as "Figure 1" or "Figure 2.1," are typically placed directly above the
figure itself. This label serves as the primary identifier for the illustration and is used when
referring to it in the text.

Content of Captions

Following the figure label, a descriptive caption should be provided. The caption should
concisely explain what the figure depicts, including essential context, key findings, or the
source of the data if applicable. The caption should be informative enough that a reader
can grasp the essence of the figure without necessarily referring back to the main text. For
complex figures, the caption might include a brief explanation of axes, units, or
abbreviations used within the illustration.



Font and Style

CMOS generally advises consistency in font and formatting for captions, aligning them with
the main text of the dissertation. However, specific font sizes or styles for captions might
be dictated by university or departmental guidelines. It is generally recommended to use a
legible font, typically the same font family as the body text, with a slightly smaller size if
permitted or desired for distinction.

Placement of Figures and Tables

The placement of figures and tables within a dissertation is as important as their numbering
and captioning. Strategic placement enhances readability and comprehension.

Within the Text

Ideally, figures and tables should be placed as close as possible to the first reference to
them in the main body of the text. This proximity allows readers to easily refer to the visual
element while they are reading the relevant discussion. Placing them immediately after the
paragraph or section where they are introduced is the most effective approach.

In Appendices

If a dissertation contains a large number of figures or tables, or if they are supplementary
to the main narrative and not directly referenced in the core text, they may be moved to an
appendix. In such cases, they are still numbered sequentially or chapter-specifically as
outlined previously, and the appendix itself should be clearly labeled and listed in the table
of contents. The main text will then refer to "see Appendix A for Figure 1" or similar.

Sequential vs. Chapter-Specific Numbering

The decision between a strictly sequential numbering system and a chapter-specific
numbering system for figures in a dissertation has significant implications for organization
and navigation.

Sequential Numbering: Pros and Cons

A sequential system (Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3...) across the entire dissertation offers
simplicity and a continuous count of all visual elements. This can be beneficial if you want



to track the total number of figures used. However, in very long dissertations, a single,
continuous sequence can become unwieldy, and readers might find it harder to pinpoint
figures related to a specific chapter's content without careful cross-referencing.

Chapter-Specific Numbering: Pros and Cons

The chapter-specific system (Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2, Figure 2.1, Figure 2.2...) is often
favored for dissertations due to its organizational benefits. It clearly demarcates figures
within the context of each chapter, making them easier to find and understand in relation
to the chapter's arguments. The main drawback, if it can be called one, is that it requires
careful management of numbering at the start of each new chapter.

Universities often provide specific mandates on which numbering system to use, so it is
crucial to consult your institution's dissertation guidelines.

Handling Multiple Figure Series

In some specialized dissertations, there might be a need to present multiple, distinct series
of figures. For instance, a study might involve different experimental setups or distinct sets
of data that warrant separate categorizations.

Sub-Series Designation

CMOS allows for the creation of sub-series within figure numbering if absolutely necessary
for clarity. For example, if you have a primary series of figures, you might introduce a
secondary series related to a specific experiment or dataset as Figure A1, Figure A2, or
Figure 1A, Figure 1B. However, this approach should be used sparingly and only when a
single sequential or chapter-specific system would genuinely lead to confusion.

Clarity Over Complexity

The guiding principle should always be clarity for the reader. If a more complex numbering
scheme is employed, it must be clearly explained in the introduction or a dedicated section
of the dissertation. Often, a well-structured chapter-specific system can accommodate most
variations without resorting to additional sub-series.

Consistency is Key: Maintaining Standards

Perhaps the most critical aspect of applying CMOS figure numbering guidelines is



unwavering consistency. Inconsistent application of numbering, captioning, or placement
can undermine the professionalism and credibility of your dissertation.

Apply One System Uniformly

Once a numbering system (sequential or chapter-specific) is chosen, it must be applied to
every single figure and table throughout the entire document. Do not switch between
systems or arbitrarily apply different rules to different sections.

Standardize Caption Formatting

Ensure that all figure and table captions follow the same format, including capitalization,
punctuation, and the style of the descriptive text. Similarly, ensure that all references to
figures and tables in the text use the correct format (e.g., "Figure 1 shows..." not "fig. 1
shows...").

Review and Proofread

Thoroughly review your dissertation specifically for figure and table numbering and
formatting. Proofreading for these elements is as important as checking for grammatical
errors or typos. A final check by a trusted colleague or advisor can also help catch
inconsistencies.

Common Errors in Dissertation Figure Numbering

Despite best intentions, several common errors frequently appear in dissertation figure
numbering. Identifying and avoiding these can save considerable revision time.

Skipping Numbers

One of the most common errors is inadvertently skipping a number in the sequence, either
within a chapter or overall. This often happens during revisions or when figures are added
or deleted. For example, going from Figure 1.2 to Figure 1.4 without a Figure 1.3.

Incorrect Labeling

Mislabeling figures, such as calling a table a figure, or vice versa, is another frequent



mistake. Ensuring that the label accurately reflects the type of visual element is essential.

Inconsistent Caption Styles

Varying the style or content of captions for different figures, or failing to include necessary
descriptive information, can lead to confusion. All captions should aim for a consistent level
of detail and formatting.

Placement Issues

Placing figures too far from their first mention in the text, or grouping them all at the end of
a chapter, can disrupt the flow of reading. Figures should ideally appear shortly after they
are introduced.

Ignoring Institutional Guidelines

Failing to adhere to specific numbering or formatting requirements set forth by your
university or department is a critical oversight. Always prioritize institutional mandates over
general CMOS advice if there is a conflict.

Best Practices for Effective Figure Management

Adopting a proactive approach to figure management can prevent many of the common
errors associated with numbering and formatting.

Create a Figure List Early

Start a dedicated list or spreadsheet for your figures as soon as you begin incorporating
them into your dissertation. This list should include the figure number, a brief description,
its page number, and its location (e.g., chapter). This acts as a master reference.

Use Word Processing Features Wisely

Modern word processors have features for managing captions and cross-references. Learn
to use these effectively, as they can automate numbering and updating, reducing manual
errors. For example, the "Insert Caption" feature in Microsoft Word can significantly
streamline the process.



Regularly Update References

As you add, delete, or move figures, ensure that all in-text references to them are updated
accordingly. Automated cross-referencing tools can be invaluable here.

Seek Peer Review

Have a colleague or writing group review your dissertation with a specific focus on the
figures and tables. They may catch errors that you have overlooked.

Digital Submission and Formatting
Considerations

The digital nature of dissertation submission often introduces additional formatting
requirements beyond the basic CMOS guidelines.

File Types and Resolution

Ensure that your figures are saved in appropriate file formats (e.g., TIFF, EPS, high-
resolution JPEG or PNG) that will reproduce clearly when converted to PDF or other digital
formats. Check with your university for their preferred file types and resolution standards to
avoid pixelation or loss of detail.

Embedded vs. Separate Files

Understand whether your institution requires figures to be embedded directly into the
dissertation document or submitted as separate files. Each approach has its own set of
formatting considerations, such as naming conventions for separate files.

Color vs. Grayscale

If your figures contain color, consider whether they will be printed in color or grayscale.
Ensure that essential information conveyed by color is also distinguishable through
patterns, labels, or shading if the figure might be viewed in grayscale.



Seeking Clarification and University Guidelines

While the Chicago Manual of Style provides a comprehensive framework, it is essential to
recognize that universities and individual departments often have their own specific
requirements for dissertation formatting.

Consult Your Graduate School Handbook

The most authoritative source for dissertation formatting is typically your university's
graduate school or registrar's office handbook. This document will outline specific rules
regarding figure numbering, caption styles, placement, and submission format.

Talk to Your Advisor and Committee

Your dissertation advisor and committee members are invaluable resources. They can offer
guidance on best practices and clarify any ambiguities in either the CMOS or institutional
guidelines. Do not hesitate to ask them questions regarding figure presentation.

By diligently following the principles outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style and your
institution's specific directives, you can ensure that your dissertation's figures are
presented clearly, professionally, and in a manner that enhances the impact of your
research.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle
numbering for figures versus tables in a dissertation?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style treats figures and tables as distinct types of visual
elements, each requiring its own sequential numbering system. Figures, which include
graphs, charts, photographs, and diagrams, are numbered independently from tables,
which present data in rows and columns. Both series should maintain consistency
throughout the dissertation.

Q: Should figures in my dissertation be numbered
sequentially throughout the entire document or by
chapter?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style permits both a sequential numbering system (e.g., Figure 1,
Figure 2, Figure 3...) for the entire dissertation and a chapter-specific system (e.g., Figure
1.1, Figure 1.2, Figure 2.1...). Chapter-specific numbering is often preferred for dissertations
as it aids in organization and reader navigation within longer works. Always confirm your



institution's preferred method.

Q: What information should be included in a figure
caption according to the Chicago Manual of Style for
dissertations?
A: A figure caption should be concise yet informative. It should include the figure number
(e.g., "Figure 3.1"), followed by a clear and descriptive title or explanation of the visual
content. The caption should provide enough context for the reader to understand the figure
without having to refer extensively back to the main text. If the figure is from another
source, proper citation is also necessary within or alongside the caption.

Q: Where should figures be placed in relation to the
text in my dissertation?
A: According to CMOS guidelines and best practices for dissertations, figures should
generally be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the main body of the text.
Ideally, a figure appears immediately after the paragraph or section that discusses it,
facilitating easy reference for the reader.

Q: Can I use custom numbering schemes, like letters,
for different types of figures in my dissertation?
A: While the Chicago Manual of Style primarily recommends numerical sequencing, it allows
for flexibility when clarity demands it. If you have distinct categories of figures that would
be genuinely confusing when numbered uniformly, you might consider a sub-series
designation (e.g., Figure A1, Figure A2, or Figure 1A, Figure 1B). However, this should be
used sparingly, and the system must be clearly explained to the reader. Always prioritize
institutional guidelines.

Q: How should I format figure captions to ensure
consistency and readability in my dissertation?
A: For consistency, figure captions should generally align with the formatting of your
dissertation's main text, often using the same font family but potentially a slightly smaller
size. The label (e.g., "Figure 1.1") should be clearly distinguished from the descriptive
caption text. Ensure consistent capitalization, punctuation, and sentence structure across
all your captions.

Q: What are common mistakes to avoid when
numbering figures in a dissertation using the Chicago



Manual of Style?
A: Common mistakes include skipping numbers in the sequence, mislabeling figures (e.g.,
calling a table a figure), inconsistent caption formatting, placing figures too far from their
initial reference in the text, and failing to adhere to specific institutional formatting
requirements. Diligent proofreading and a master list of figures can help prevent these
errors.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style specify anything
about the quality or resolution of figures submitted in a
digital dissertation?
A: While CMOS itself focuses more on the stylistic and numbering aspects, digital
dissertation submissions often have technical requirements from the university. It is crucial
to ensure figures are saved in high-resolution formats (e.g., TIFF, EPS, high-quality
JPEG/PNG) that will reproduce clearly when converted to PDF or other required formats.
Always check your university's submission guidelines for file types and resolution
standards.
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