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Mastering Chicago Manual of Style Figure Numbering in Manuscripts

chicago manual of style figure numbering in manuscripts is a critical aspect of academic and
professional writing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and professionalism in your work. This
comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of how to properly number figures, tables, and other
graphical elements according to the widely respected Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS). We will
explore the fundamental principles, best practices for sequential and cumulative numbering, and the
nuances of incorporating these elements seamlessly into your manuscript. Understanding these
guidelines is paramount for authors aiming to present their research and data in a clear, organized,
and aesthetically pleasing manner, adhering to established scholarly conventions.
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Understanding Figure Numbering in CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style provides clear directives on how to manage the numbering of visual
elements within a manuscript. This system is designed to facilitate easy reference and
comprehension for readers, allowing them to locate and understand specific data presented in
charts, graphs, illustrations, and other figures. Adherence to these guidelines not only enhances the
readability of your work but also demonstrates a commitment to scholarly rigor and attention to
detail.

At its core, Chicago style emphasizes a consistent and logical approach to labeling. This means that
once a numbering scheme is chosen, it should be applied uniformly throughout the entire document.
The manual differentiates between different types of visual content and offers specific advice for
each, ensuring that authors can confidently present their information without ambiguity. Whether



you are working on a book, a journal article, or a dissertation, mastering these principles is
essential.

Sequential Figure Numbering

Sequential numbering is the most common and straightforward method for figure numbering in
manuscripts following the Chicago Manual of Style. In this approach, figures are numbered
consecutively from beginning to end, regardless of their placement within different chapters or
sections of the manuscript. For instance, the first figure encountered in the document will be labeled
"Figure 1," the second "Figure 2," and so on, until the last figure in the manuscript.

This method is particularly advantageous for shorter works or when the figures are not directly tied
to specific thematic divisions. It simplifies the citation process within the text, as a reference to
"Figure 5" will always point to the fifth figure presented chronologically in the document. This
predictability aids readers in navigating the visual content and cross-referencing it with the textual
narrative.

Implementing Sequential Numbering

To implement sequential figure numbering effectively, begin by identifying all the visual elements
that will be considered "figures" in your manuscript. This typically includes photographs,
illustrations, diagrams, charts, and graphs. As you incorporate each figure into your document,
assign it the next available number in the sequence. It is crucial to maintain a master list or to
visually scan your manuscript as you progress to ensure no numbers are skipped or duplicated.

Ensure that the figure number appears prominently and consistently, usually placed either above or
below the figure itself. The accompanying caption should then directly follow the figure number,
providing a clear and concise description of the visual content. For example, a caption might read:
"Figure 1. Global temperature anomalies, 1950-2020."

Cumulative Figure Numbering

While sequential numbering is prevalent, Chicago style also accommodates cumulative numbering,
especially in longer, multi-part works like books with multiple chapters or volumes. In cumulative
numbering, figures are numbered sequentially within each chapter or section, and the numbering
restarts for each new division. For instance, a figure in Chapter 1 might be labeled "Figure 1.1," the
next figure in Chapter 1 would be "Figure 1.2," and the first figure in Chapter 2 would be "Figure
2.1."

This method provides a more localized reference system, allowing readers to quickly identify the
chapter or section to which a particular figure belongs. It is particularly useful when the figures are
intrinsically linked to the content of a specific chapter, aiding in the organization and comprehension



of complex or extensive research.

When to Use Cumulative Numbering

Cumulative figure numbering is strongly recommended for manuscripts that are divided into distinct
parts, chapters, or volumes. This is standard practice in academic books, dissertations, and lengthy
reports where each chapter or section presents a self-contained unit of study. The hierarchical
structure of numbering (e.g., Chapter.Figure) helps readers to contextualize the information
presented visually.

Consider the potential for future revisions or expansions of your work. Cumulative numbering can
offer more flexibility in such scenarios, as adding or rearranging content within a chapter is less
likely to disrupt the numbering of figures in other parts of the manuscript compared to a purely
sequential system. Always consult specific publisher guidelines, as they may have preferences
regarding numbering schemes.

Numbering Different Types of Visual Elements

The Chicago Manual of Style often distinguishes between various types of visual elements, such as
figures, tables, and plates. While "figure" is a broad category, tables are typically treated separately,
and sometimes plates (often referring to full-page photographic illustrations) have their own
numbering conventions. It is important to be consistent in how you categorize and label these
distinct elements.

Generally, if you have a significant number of tables, they should be numbered separately from
figures, using "Table 1," "Table 2," and so on. This separation clarifies the type of information being
presented. Plates, if used, are often numbered independently as well. The key is to maintain a clear
distinction in your numbering scheme for each category of visual data.

Distinguishing Figures from Tables

Figures typically encompass a wide range of visual representations including line graphs, bar charts,
pie charts, diagrams, maps, illustrations, and photographs. Tables, on the other hand, are primarily
used to present data in rows and columns, offering a structured and organized way to display
numerical or textual information. The visual presentation of a table is distinct from that of a graph or
illustration.

When in doubt about whether an element should be classified as a figure or a table, consider its
primary function. If it primarily presents data in a structured grid format, it's likely a table. If it's a
visual depiction designed to illustrate a concept, process, or trend, it's likely a figure. The Chicago
style manual provides examples to help clarify these distinctions.



Placement and Referencing of Figures

The placement of figures within a manuscript is crucial for reader comprehension. Ideally, figures
should be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the text. This proximity allows readers
to easily refer to the visual element without having to search through the document. When a figure
cannot be placed immediately after its mention due to page layout constraints, it should appear on
the next available page.

Referencing figures in the text is equally important. All figures must be mentioned in the body of the
manuscript. This mention should use the figure number, such as "as shown in Figure 3," or " (see
Figure 4)." Avoid referring to figures solely by their content; always include the designated number.
This ensures that readers can locate the specific visual aid being discussed.

Citing Figures within the Text

When you refer to a figure in your manuscript, you must use its assigned number. The phrasing
should be clear and direct. For example, you might write: "The data clearly indicates an upward
trend, as illustrated in Figure 5." Alternatively, in parenthetical references: "This phenomenon has
been extensively documented (Figure 6)."

It is also good practice to provide a brief explanation or interpretation of the figure’s content
immediately following its reference in the text. This helps to integrate the visual information
seamlessly with the surrounding prose and guides the reader's understanding. Ensure that every
figure included in your manuscript is referenced at least once in the text, and vice versa.

Best Practices for Clarity and Consistency

Maintaining clarity and consistency in figure numbering is paramount for a professional manuscript.
This involves a systematic approach to labeling, placement, and referencing that is applied uniformly
throughout. Before you begin, familiarize yourself with the specific requirements of your intended
publication or audience, as variations can occur.

The use of a consistent font style and size for figure numbers and captions is also part of good
practice. Ensure that the visual elements themselves are clear, legible, and of high resolution. Poorly
rendered figures can detract from the overall quality of your work, regardless of how well they are
numbered.

Ensuring Uniformity in Captions and Labels

Captions should be concise yet informative, providing enough context for the reader to understand
the figure without extensive textual explanation. Each caption should begin with the figure number



(e.g., "Figure 1. "). The caption itself should be a brief, descriptive title or sentence explaining the
visual content. For more complex figures, a descriptive paragraph can follow the initial caption.

Consistency extends to the formatting of these captions. If you are using sequential numbering,
ensure that each caption begins with "Figure X. ", where X is the sequential number. For cumulative
numbering, it would be "Figure X.Y. ". Pay attention to punctuation, capitalization, and the use of
bold or italics as dictated by your chosen style, typically aligning with the Chicago Manual of Style's
general guidelines for headings and captions.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Several common mistakes can undermine the effectiveness of your figure numbering. One of the
most frequent errors is inconsistent numbering, where numbers are skipped, duplicated, or restart
incorrectly. Another pitfall is the failure to reference all figures in the text, or referencing figures
that are not present in the manuscript.

Poor placement of figures, requiring readers to flip back and forth extensively, can also be a
significant issue. Furthermore, unclear or overly brief captions, and inconsistent formatting of labels
and captions, can lead to reader confusion and detract from the professional appearance of your
work. Taking the time to meticulously review these elements before submission is essential.

Addressing Numbering Errors

Thorough proofreading is the most effective way to catch and correct numbering errors. As you
proofread, specifically check that each figure has a unique number and that the sequence is
unbroken. If you are using cumulative numbering, verify that the numbering restarts correctly at the
beginning of each new chapter or section.

A final review of your manuscript should include a cross-check between your text references to
figures and the actual figures present in the document. Ensure that every number cited in the text
corresponds to a correctly labeled figure, and that every figure in the document is mentioned at
least once in the narrative. This meticulous attention to detail will ensure your manuscript meets the
high standards expected in academic and professional publishing.

FAQ: Chicago Manual of Style Figure Numbering in
Manuscripts

Q: How do I decide between sequential and cumulative figure
numbering in my manuscript?

A: The choice between sequential and cumulative figure numbering in Chicago style typically



depends on the structure and length of your manuscript. Sequential numbering is generally
preferred for shorter works or when figures are not strongly tied to specific sections. Cumulative
numbering (e.g., Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2) is more common and recommended for longer documents
divided into chapters or distinct parts, as it helps readers to easily locate figures within their
respective sections.

Q: What is considered a "figure" according to the Chicago
Manual of Style?

A: In the Chicago Manual of Style, a "figure" is a broad term encompassing various types of visual
aids, including photographs, illustrations, diagrams, charts, graphs, maps, and drawings. The
primary distinction is usually made between figures and tables. Tables are typically reserved for
presenting data in a structured row-and-column format, whereas figures are more general visual
representations.

Q: Should I number my tables separately from my figures?

A: Yes, according to Chicago style, it is best practice to number tables separately from figures. If
your manuscript contains both tables and figures, you should have a distinct numbering sequence
for each, such as "Figure 1, Figure 2..." and "Table 1, Table 2...". This separation enhances clarity
and helps readers distinguish between different types of visual information presented.

Q: Where should I place the figure number and caption?

A: The figure number and caption should be placed consistently. Typically, the figure number (e.qg.,
"Figure 1.") precedes the caption. The placement of the number and caption relative to the figure
itself (above or below) can vary, but consistency is key. Ensure that the figure number and caption
are clearly associated with their respective visual elements and are easily readable.

Q: What if I have a very large number of figures? Should I still
use sequential numbering?

A: Even with a large number of figures, sequential numbering can still work if the manuscript is a
single, cohesive unit. However, for works with multiple distinct sections or chapters, cumulative
numbering (e.g., Figure 3.1 for the first figure in chapter 3) becomes more practical and is generally
preferred. The goal is to make referencing as intuitive as possible for your readers.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style specify the exact wording
for figure captions?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidelines rather than rigid templates for figure captions.
Captions should be concise, descriptive, and informative. They typically begin with the figure
number and a period, followed by a brief title or explanatory sentence. For complex figures, an
additional descriptive paragraph can follow. The key is clarity and conciseness.



Q: How do I reference a figure within the text of my
manuscript?

A: When referencing a figure in the text, always use its assigned number. For example, you would
write "as shown in Figure 5" or "(see Figure 6)". It is also good practice to briefly explain the figure's
relevance or findings after referencing it, integrating the visual information smoothly into your
narrative.

Q: What are the most common errors to avoid when
numbering figures in Chicago style?

A: Common errors include inconsistent numbering (skipping or duplicating numbers), failing to
reference all figures in the text, placing figures far from their first mention, and using unclear or
inconsistently formatted captions. Thorough proofreading and a systematic approach to figure
management are crucial to avoid these pitfalls.
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