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chicago manual of style figure placement examples for dissertation guidance is crucial for
academic scholars navigating the complexities of presenting visual data. Achieving clarity and
adherence to academic standards requires a deep understanding of how to integrate figures
effectively within dissertations. This article delves into the intricacies of figure placement according to
the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), offering practical examples and detailed explanations. We will
explore general principles, specific considerations for different types of figures, and common pitfalls
to avoid, ensuring your dissertation is both visually appealing and academically sound. Mastering
these elements is key to a polished and professional presentation of your research findings.
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Understanding Chicago Manual of Style Figure
Placement for Dissertations
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides comprehensive guidelines for academic writing, and
this extends to the presentation of visual elements like figures. For dissertations, where the rigor of
research and presentation is paramount, correctly placing and formatting figures is not merely a
stylistic choice but a requirement that impacts the clarity and credibility of your work. Understanding
these rules ensures your figures seamlessly support your textual arguments, rather than distracting
from them or appearing haphazardly inserted.

CMOS emphasizes that figures should be placed strategically to enhance the reader's comprehension.



This means they should appear as close as possible to the text that discusses them, allowing for
immediate visual reinforcement of the concepts being explained. The manual also outlines specific
conventions for numbering, captioning, and referencing figures, all of which contribute to a cohesive
and professional academic document. Adhering to these guidelines demonstrates attention to detail
and a commitment to scholarly standards.

General Principles for Figure Placement in
Dissertations
The overarching principle for figure placement in a dissertation, as dictated by the Chicago Manual of
Style, is to maximize reader comprehension. Figures are intended to illustrate, clarify, or supplement
the written text, not to stand alone or disrupt the flow of your argument. Therefore, their positioning
should always prioritize the reader's experience and understanding of your research.

This involves several key considerations. Firstly, proximity is paramount. A figure should ideally
appear on the same page as the text that refers to it, or on the facing page if space constraints make
that impossible. This immediate association allows readers to easily connect the visual data with the
accompanying discussion. Secondly, figures should be introduced in the text before they are
presented. This means a paragraph or sentence should precede the figure, explicitly referencing it
and briefly explaining its relevance.

Locating Figures: Proximity to Text
The cardinal rule for figure placement in dissertations under the Chicago Manual of Style is proximity
to the relevant textual discussion. This principle ensures that readers can easily refer to the visual
data while engaging with the prose that explains it. Ideally, a figure should appear directly after the
first mention of it in the text, or, if necessary due to page breaks, on the very next page.

When a figure is first mentioned, the text should clearly direct the reader's attention to it, often using
phrases like "As shown in Figure 1," or "Figure 2 illustrates...". This explicit connection is vital. If a
figure cannot be placed immediately following its first mention due to the length of the preceding text
or the need to avoid an awkward page break (e.g., a figure appearing alone at the top of a page, or
the last line of text appearing alone at the bottom of a page), it should be placed on the subsequent
page. However, the goal remains to keep the figure and its associated text as close as possible.

Numbering and Captioning Figures
Accurate and consistent numbering and captioning are fundamental to effective figure placement.
The Chicago Manual of Style specifies that figures should be numbered sequentially throughout the
dissertation, typically starting with "Figure 1" and continuing throughout. Each figure must have a
clear and concise caption. The caption should provide enough information for the reader to
understand the figure's content without needing to refer extensively to the main text.

A typical figure caption begins with the figure number, followed by a title that succinctly describes its
content. For more complex figures, the caption might include a brief explanation of what is being



shown, the units of measurement, the source of the data (if not original), and any abbreviations or
symbols used within the figure itself. This ensures that the figure is self-explanatory to a significant
degree, reinforcing its value as a standalone illustrative element.

Integrating Figures within the Narrative
The integration of figures within the dissertation narrative is a dynamic process that requires careful
planning. Figures should not be treated as mere decorations but as integral components of your
argument. This means that every figure included must serve a clear purpose, contributing directly to
the reader's understanding of your research findings, methodologies, or theoretical framework. The
text should explicitly reference and interpret the figure, guiding the reader through its salient points.

When discussing a figure, be specific. Avoid vague statements. Instead, point out the key trends,
anomalies, or relationships that the figure reveals. For example, instead of saying "The graph shows a
change," say "As depicted in Figure 3, the data reveals a significant upward trend in X starting from
month six, corresponding to the implementation of the new policy." This direct engagement with the
visual evidence strengthens your argumentation and demonstrates how the figure supports your
conclusions.

Specific Considerations for Different Figure Types
The nature of the visual data itself can influence placement and formatting decisions. The Chicago
Manual of Style, while providing general principles, allows for some flexibility based on the type of
figure you are presenting, whether it's a chart, a graph, a photograph, a map, or a diagram. Each type
may have unique requirements for clarity and legibility.

For instance, complex diagrams or large maps might require larger formatting or even insertion as
fold-out pages in some contexts, though this is less common in standard digital dissertations.
Photographs often need to be high resolution to be effective and might require specific attention to
lighting and contrast. Charts and graphs, which are very common in dissertations, should be designed
to be easily readable, with clear axes labels, legends, and appropriate scaling. The key is that the
chosen format enhances, rather than hinders, the interpretation of the data.

Tables vs. Figures: Understanding the Distinction
It is crucial to distinguish between tables and figures within academic writing, as they are treated
differently in terms of placement and formatting according to the Chicago Manual of Style. Tables are
used to present data in rows and columns, offering a precise and organized way to display numerical
or textual information. Figures, on the other hand, encompass a broader range of visual
representations, including graphs, charts, diagrams, illustrations, maps, and photographs.

The primary difference lies in their purpose and structure. Tables are for detailed data arrays, while
figures are for visual interpretation and illustration. CMOS specifies separate numbering sequences for
tables and figures. Tables are typically numbered sequentially as "Table 1," "Table 2," etc., and
figures are numbered as "Figure 1," "Figure 2," etc. Both require clear titles and captions, but the
content and design considerations for each are distinct.



Placement of Figures in Appendices
While figures are ideally placed within the main body of the dissertation near their first textual
reference, there are instances where placing figures in appendices is appropriate and even necessary.
This is particularly true for supplementary figures that are essential for completeness but might
interrupt the flow of the main text if included within the body. Examples include extensive raw data
visualizations, detailed methodological diagrams that are not critical for immediate comprehension, or
a series of similar illustrative charts.

When figures are moved to an appendix, they should still be numbered sequentially within that
appendix, often designated as "Appendix Figure 1," "Appendix Figure 2," and so on, or simply
continuing the main sequence (e.g., Figure 10, Figure 11, if the main body concluded at Figure 9).
Crucially, the main text must still reference these appendix figures, directing the reader to their
location. For instance, a sentence might read, "Further detailed results of the experimental trials are
presented in Appendix Figure A.3." This ensures that the reader knows where to find these
supplementary materials.

Common Mistakes in Dissertation Figure Placement
Many scholars, especially those new to academic writing, make common errors in figure placement
that can detract from their dissertation's professionalism and clarity. One of the most frequent
mistakes is placing figures too far from the text that references them. This forces readers to flip back
and forth, disrupting their reading experience and potentially leading to misinterpretation or
overlooking key visual information.

Another common error is failing to reference figures in the text at all. A figure that is not mentioned or
discussed in the narrative might as well not exist. Conversely, some writers over-reference figures,
pointing to them for trivial points that could be easily stated in text. Poorly formatted figures, such as
those with illegible text or insufficient resolution, also constitute placement errors in a broader sense,
as they fail to serve their intended purpose of aiding comprehension. Ensuring each figure is
necessary, relevant, well-captioned, and placed appropriately are key to avoiding these pitfalls.

Best Practices for Optimizing Figure Placement
To optimize figure placement in your dissertation according to the Chicago Manual of Style, start by
meticulously planning your visual content early in the writing process. As you draft your text, identify
exactly where each figure will best serve your argument. Consider the narrative flow and how a visual
element can enhance understanding at that specific point.

Always ensure that every figure is introduced and discussed in the main text. Use clear, descriptive
captions that are informative on their own. Double-check that figure numbers and references in the
text are accurate and consistent. Proofread your dissertation thoroughly, paying close attention to
how figures appear on the page, ensuring no awkward breaks or isolated elements. When in doubt,
always consult the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style or your institution's specific
formatting guidelines, as these may offer additional nuances or requirements.



FAQ

Q: What is the primary guideline for placing figures in a
dissertation according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The primary guideline is proximity to the text that discusses the figure. Figures should be placed as
close as possible to their first mention in the narrative to facilitate reader comprehension and
connection between the visual data and the accompanying discussion.

Q: Should I number tables and figures separately in my
dissertation?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style mandates separate numbering sequences for tables and figures.
Figures are typically numbered sequentially as "Figure 1," "Figure 2," etc., while tables are numbered
as "Table 1," "Table 2," and so forth.

Q: What information should be included in a figure caption for
a dissertation?
A: A figure caption should include the figure number, a concise and descriptive title, and any
necessary explanatory text. This might include details about what the figure illustrates, units of
measurement, data sources, and definitions of abbreviations or symbols used within the figure.

Q: Can I place figures in appendices? If so, when is this
appropriate?
A: Yes, figures can be placed in appendices when they are supplementary, extensive, or might
otherwise interrupt the flow of the main text. However, they must still be referenced in the main body
of the dissertation, directing the reader to their location in the appendix.

Q: What constitutes an "awkward page break" for figure
placement in a dissertation?
A: An awkward page break for a figure typically refers to a situation where the figure appears alone at
the top of a new page, or the last line of text appears alone at the bottom of a page, with the figure
on the subsequent page. CMOS aims to avoid such visual disruptions.

Q: How should I reference a figure in my dissertation text?
A: You should reference figures in your text by their number and provide a brief indication of what
they illustrate, for example, "As illustrated in Figure 4, the trend shows..." or "This relationship is
further clarified in Figure 5."



Q: Is it acceptable to resize figures to fit them closer to the
text if the original is too large?
A: While resizing may sometimes be necessary for legibility or fit, it should be done cautiously. The
primary goal is clarity. Ensure that resizing does not distort the data, make text illegible, or reduce
resolution to an unacceptable level. Consult your university's guidelines on figure resolution.

Q: What is the difference between a figure and an illustration
in terms of placement?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally treats illustrations as figures. Therefore, the principles for
figure placement—proximity to text, clear numbering, and descriptive captions—apply equally to
illustrations, photographs, maps, diagrams, charts, and graphs.

Q: Should figures always appear after the first mention of
them in the text?
A: Ideally, yes. A figure should appear on the same page as its first mention or on the facing page if
absolutely necessary. If it must be placed on a later page due to extensive preceding text, ensure it is
still as close as practically possible.

Q: How do I handle a series of very similar figures in my
dissertation?
A: For a series of very similar figures, you might present them as a single composite figure, or if they
are distinct enough but follow a pattern, consider placing them consecutively. If they become too
numerous or detailed for the main text, consider moving some or all to an appendix, ensuring each is
referenced in the main narrative.
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