
chicago style presenting figures
chicago style presenting figures, often referred to as the Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS), provides a robust framework for how academic and professional writers should
incorporate and present visual elements like tables and figures within their work. Properly
presenting figures in Chicago style is crucial for clarity, credibility, and reader
comprehension, ensuring that data and complex information are communicated effectively.
This comprehensive guide will delve into the intricacies of Chicago style for figures,
covering everything from numbering and captioning to placement and referencing within
the text. We will explore best practices for creating and integrating charts, graphs,
illustrations, and photographs, emphasizing the importance of consistency and adherence
to established conventions.
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Understanding Figures in Chicago Style

In the context of the Chicago Manual of Style, "figures" is a broad term encompassing any
visual element that is not a table. This includes line drawings, graphs, charts, maps,
photographs, diagrams, and any other illustration. The primary purpose of presenting
figures is to enhance the reader's understanding of the text by visually representing data,
concepts, or processes that might be difficult to convey through words alone. Chicago
style's approach prioritizes clarity, consistency, and the seamless integration of these visual
aids into the overall narrative of a document.

Adhering to Chicago style for figures ensures that your work maintains a professional and
scholarly appearance. This meticulous attention to detail demonstrates a commitment to
the reader's experience, making your arguments more persuasive and your information
more accessible. Whether you are writing a thesis, a book, or a scholarly article, mastering
the conventions of presenting figures in Chicago style is an essential skill for academic and
professional success. The manual offers specific guidelines to help authors navigate the
complexities of visual representation, from initial creation to final publication.

Numbering and Labeling Figures

Consistent numbering is a cornerstone of presenting figures effectively in Chicago style. All



figures should be numbered sequentially throughout the document, starting with Figure 1.
The numbering system should be continuous, meaning if you have Figure 1 and then Figure
3, you must account for the missing Figure 2, either by adding it or by understanding that
the numbering should be consecutive. Arabic numerals are the standard for figure
numbering.

In longer works or works with multiple chapters, it is common practice to preface figure
numbers with the chapter number. For example, a figure in chapter 2 might be labeled
"Figure 2.1," the first figure in that chapter. This chapter-specific numbering helps readers
quickly locate figures within a particular section of a larger document. It is crucial to
maintain this format consistently across all chapters to avoid confusion. The Chicago
Manual of Style recommends this approach for clarity and organizational purposes,
especially in extensive publications.

Placement of Labels

The label for a figure typically includes the word "Figure" followed by its number. For
example, "Figure 1" or "Figure 3.2." This label should be prominently displayed, usually
positioned above the figure itself. Some disciplines or specific journals may have slightly
different conventions, but the general rule in CMOS is to place the label above the visual
element. This placement ensures that the reader can easily identify which figure is being
discussed before engaging with the visual content.

Consistency in Labeling

Beyond numbering, consistency in the style of the label is also important. This includes the
font used, capitalization, and punctuation. For instance, always capitalizing "Figure" and
using Arabic numerals is standard. If your work includes both figures and tables, you must
maintain separate numbering sequences for each. A table would be labeled "Table 1,"
"Table 2," and so on, distinct from the "Figure 1," "Figure 2" sequence. This separation
prevents ambiguity and simplifies referencing.

Captioning Figures According to Chicago Style

A caption is an explanatory text that accompanies a figure, providing essential context and
information. In Chicago style, captions are vital for making figures understandable, even
when separated from the main body of the text. The caption should be concise yet
informative, explaining what the figure depicts, its source (if applicable), and any necessary
abbreviations or symbols used within the figure. The general guideline is to place the
caption below the figure itself.

The caption typically begins with the figure number and label, followed by a descriptive title
or a more detailed explanation. For simple figures, a brief title might suffice. For more



complex ones, the caption might include a sentence or two elaborating on the data
presented, the experimental conditions, or the origin of the image. The tone of the caption
should be objective and factual, mirroring the style of the main text.

Content of a Figure Caption

A well-written caption should be self-explanatory, allowing readers to grasp the essence of
the figure without having to read the entire surrounding text. Key components to consider
including in a caption are:

The figure number and label (e.g., Figure 1).

A clear and concise title that summarizes the figure's content.

A brief description of what the figure illustrates.

Units of measurement, if applicable.

Source of the data or image, especially if it is from another publication or a third
party. This is crucial for attribution and avoiding plagiarism.

Definitions of any abbreviations or symbols used within the figure that are not
commonly understood.

Notes within Captions

Sometimes, additional notes are necessary to clarify specific aspects of a figure. These
notes, often referred to as "figure notes," are placed directly below the caption. They can
be used to provide further methodological details, explain specific data points, or
acknowledge funding sources. There are generally three types of figure notes:

General notes: These provide overarching information about the figure that doesn't
fit neatly into the main caption, such as the overall experimental setup.

Specific notes: These address particular elements within the figure, often using
symbols or letters to point to specific areas or data points.

Probability notes: In scientific contexts, these notes might indicate the statistical
significance of findings presented in the figure.

Each type of note is typically introduced with a specific phrase or symbol to differentiate it



clearly. For example, a general note might start with "Source: " or "Note: ". Specific notes
would use symbols like asterisks () or daggers (†) that correspond to markings within the
figure itself.

Placement of Figures

The placement of figures within a document is a critical aspect of Chicago style
presentation. The general principle is to place figures as close as possible to the first
mention of them in the text. This proximity ensures that the reader can easily refer to the
visual aid while engaging with the corresponding discussion. Ideally, a figure should appear
on the same page or the immediately following page of its initial reference. This avoids
disrupting the flow of reading and prevents the reader from having to search extensively
for the visual element.

However, practical considerations often influence placement. In printed publications,
figures might be gathered together in a specific section or at the end of a chapter due to
space constraints or printing processes. In such cases, clear and consistent referencing in
the text becomes even more important. The Chicago Manual of Style acknowledges these
potential limitations but still advocates for the closest possible placement to the first
textual reference. For digital publications, placing figures inline with the text is often more
feasible and generally preferred for reader experience.

Figures Within the Text

When placing a figure within the main body of the text, it should generally appear after the
paragraph where it is first mentioned. This allows the author to introduce the figure and
explain its relevance before the reader encounters the visual. The figure should then be
followed by further discussion or analysis that builds upon the information presented in the
figure. This creates a cohesive reading experience where the text and visuals complement
each other effectively.

Figures in Appendices

If a figure is extensive, highly detailed, or supplementary to the main argument, it may be
placed in an appendix. Figures in appendices are numbered separately from those in the
main text, often following the same convention as figures within chapters (e.g., "Appendix
Figure A.1"). It is crucial to clearly indicate in the main text when a figure has been moved
to an appendix, guiding the reader to its location. The caption for appendix figures should
still follow Chicago style guidelines regarding content and attribution.



Referencing Figures in the Text

Referring to figures within your text is essential for drawing the reader's attention to them
and for integrating the visual information into your argument. Chicago style employs a
direct and consistent method for these references. You should always use the figure
number when referring to it. For instance, you would write "as shown in Figure 1" or "this
trend is evident in Figure 3.2." This direct reference is clear and unambiguous.

It is considered good practice to briefly explain the significance of the figure when you first
mention it. Instead of just saying "see Figure 2," elaborate on what the reader should
observe or understand from that figure. For example, "The data presented in Figure 2
clearly illustrate a significant increase in user engagement following the campaign." This
approach helps guide the reader and reinforces the connection between your textual
analysis and the visual evidence.

In-Text Citation of Sources

When the figure itself is not your original creation, you must cite its source. This is crucial
for academic integrity and to give credit to the original creator. The citation typically
appears within the caption, as discussed earlier. However, if you are referencing a figure
from another work within your text, the citation method employed in your bibliography or
footnotes must be consistent with the rest of your document. Chicago style offers two main
systems: notes and bibliography, and author-date.

Regardless of the system used, ensure that the source of the figure is clearly identifiable.
This might involve a footnote or endnote number linked to a bibliographic entry, or an in-
text parenthetical citation. The goal is to provide enough information for the reader to
locate the original source of the figure if they need to consult it. Proper citation is a non-
negotiable aspect of academic and professional writing.

Common Types of Figures and Their Presentation

Chicago style applies to a wide variety of visual representations, each with its own nuances
in presentation. Understanding how to format common types of figures ensures consistency
and clarity across your work.

Graphs and Charts

Graphs and charts, such as bar charts, line graphs, pie charts, and scatter plots, are
frequently used to display quantitative data. When presenting these in Chicago style:



Ensure axes are clearly labeled with units.

Use legible fonts for all text within the graph.

Employ distinct colors or patterns for different data series if necessary.

Provide a clear legend if multiple data sets are represented.

The caption should explain what the graph or chart represents and any key findings.

Illustrations and Diagrams

Illustrations and diagrams, including flowcharts, schematics, and technical drawings, are
used to depict processes, structures, or relationships. For these:

Label all essential components clearly.

Use arrows or lines to indicate direction or connection where appropriate.

Maintain a consistent style throughout the illustration.

The caption should explain the purpose of the illustration and identify its key
elements.

Photographs

Photographs used as figures should be of sufficient quality to be clearly understood. When
including photographs:

Ensure the subject matter is well-lit and in focus.

If necessary, use callouts or labels to identify specific features within the photograph.

Always provide a caption that describes the scene or subject of the photograph.

Crucially, include the source of the photograph, especially if it is not your own original
work. Copyright considerations are paramount.



Best Practices for Clarity and Accessibility

Beyond the specific rules of numbering and captioning, several best practices can
significantly enhance the clarity and accessibility of your figures when presenting them in
Chicago style. The ultimate goal is to make your visual information as easy to understand
and impactful as possible for your intended audience.

Prioritize simplicity and avoid visual clutter. A figure that is overly complex or filled with
unnecessary elements can be more confusing than helpful. Ensure that the key message of
the figure is immediately apparent. Use color judiciously; while color can enhance a figure,
overuse or poor color choices can be distracting or inaccessible to readers with color vision
deficiencies. If color is essential for conveying information, consider using patterns or
shading as alternatives or supplements.

Ensure legibility by using appropriate font sizes for labels, titles, and any text within the
figure. Text should be large enough to read comfortably without magnification. The
resolution of images should also be high enough for clear viewing, especially in printed
documents. For figures containing a lot of data, consider breaking them down into multiple
smaller, more focused figures rather than creating one overwhelming graphic.

Accessibility for all readers should also be a consideration. While Chicago style guidelines
primarily focus on academic presentation, thinking about accessibility is increasingly
important. For instance, ensuring sufficient contrast between text and background, and
providing descriptive alt text for figures in digital formats, can benefit a wider range of
readers.

Finally, always review your figures and their accompanying captions for accuracy and
consistency before submission. A misplaced label, an incorrect number, or a vague caption
can undermine the credibility of your work. Double-checking that every figure is referenced
in the text and that every reference corresponds to the correct figure is a crucial final step.

Ensuring Readability

Readability is paramount when presenting figures. This involves attention to detail in the
visual design of the figure itself. Key aspects include:

Font choice and size: Use a clear, legible font (e.g., sans-serif fonts like Arial or
Helvetica are often preferred for figures). Ensure the font size is large enough to be
read easily, typically at least 8-10 points for labels and axis text.

Line thickness and style: Use appropriate line weights for axes, data lines, and
borders. Differentiate between lines for different data series using distinct styles (e.g.,
solid, dashed, dotted) if color is not sufficient.

White space: Utilize white space effectively to separate elements and prevent



overcrowding. Ample margins and spacing between data points or bars can
significantly improve clarity.

Color contrast: When using color, ensure there is sufficient contrast between
different elements and between the elements and the background. This aids in
differentiating data series and improves overall readability.

Verifying Accuracy and Consistency

The accuracy and consistency of your figures are critical for maintaining the integrity of
your research or argument. This involves several checks:

Data accuracy: Double-check that all data points presented in graphs and charts are
accurate and correctly transcribed from your source data.

Labeling consistency: Ensure that all labels, units, and abbreviations used within
figures are consistent with their definitions in the caption or the main text.

Referencing accuracy: Verify that every figure mentioned in the text has a
corresponding figure in the document and that the figure number cited in the text
correctly matches the figure displayed.

Caption completeness: Confirm that each caption provides all necessary
information, including a clear title, description, source (if applicable), and definitions
of any specialized terms or symbols.

FAQ

Q: How should I number figures in a multi-author work
with separate chapters?
A: In a multi-author work with distinct chapters, Chicago style typically recommends
numbering figures consecutively within each chapter. For instance, the first figure in
chapter 1 would be Figure 1.1, the second Figure 1.2, and so on. The first figure in chapter
2 would then be Figure 2.1. This system provides clear organization and helps readers
locate specific figures within their relevant chapter.

Q: What is the difference between a figure and a table



in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, a "figure" refers to any visual representation that is not a table. This
includes graphs, charts, illustrations, photographs, maps, and diagrams. A "table," on the
other hand, is a structured arrangement of data in rows and columns. Both require distinct
numbering sequences (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2; Table 1, Table 2).

Q: Where should the caption for a figure be placed
according to Chicago style?
A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, the caption for a figure should generally be
placed directly below the figure itself. This positioning allows the reader to easily associate
the explanatory text with the visual content. The caption typically begins with the figure
number and label.

Q: Do I need to cite the source if I created the figure
myself using data from another source?
A: Yes, absolutely. Even if you created the figure yourself, if it is based on data or
information from another source, you must cite that source. This citation should appear
within the figure's caption, clearly indicating the origin of the data. This practice is essential
for academic integrity and avoids plagiarism.

Q: How detailed should a figure caption be?
A: A figure caption should be sufficiently detailed to make the figure understandable on its
own, or at least to convey its main point without requiring extensive reading of the main
text. It should include the figure number, a descriptive title, a brief explanation of what the
figure shows, units of measurement if applicable, and the source of the data or image.

Q: Can I place figures at the end of a chapter or
document in Chicago style?
A: While Chicago style prefers figures to be placed as close as possible to their first mention
in the text, practical considerations in publishing sometimes necessitate gathering figures
at the end of a chapter or in a dedicated figure section. In such cases, clear and consistent
in-text referencing is paramount to guide the reader.

Q: What are "figure notes" in Chicago style, and when
should I use them?
A: Figure notes are supplementary explanations that appear below the main figure caption.
They are used to provide additional context, define symbols or abbreviations within the
figure, or acknowledge specific details about the data or methodology. There are general
notes, specific notes (often linked to symbols in the figure), and probability notes.



Q: Is there a specific font style recommended for
figures in Chicago style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not mandate a specific font for figures. However, it
emphasizes legibility. Generally, clear, readable fonts, often sans-serif fonts like Arial or
Helvetica, are recommended for text within figures to ensure ease of comprehension.

Q: How do I reference a figure from a website in my
caption?
A: When referencing a figure from a website, you should include a citation in the caption
that provides enough information for your readers to locate it. This typically includes the
author or organization, the title of the webpage or figure, the website name, and the URL. If
a specific date of access is relevant or provided, include that as well. Ensure this
information is formatted according to the Chicago Manual of Style's guidelines for online
sources.
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