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• What are conceptual 
diagrams? 
 

• Why are conceptual 
diagrams effective? 
 

• How can conceptual 
diagrams be used? 

Outline 



What are conceptual diagrams? 

con·cept /ˈkänsept/ 
Noun: Something conceived in the mind 
     (Webster’s 3rd Dictionary, 1986) 

di·a·gram /ˈdīəˌgram/  
Noun: A drawing that shows relations 
     (Webster’s 3rd Dictionary, 1986) 

conceptual diagram 
A diagram using symbols that depicts the essential 
attributes of a system 



Conceptual diagrams provide 
synthesis, visualization, and context 



• Help to clarify thinking 
 

• Aid communication 
 

• Can identify data gaps, 
management priorities,  
or key features and 
threats 

What makes conceptual diagrams so effective? 



Diagrams are an interface between 
scientists, government, and the community 



Conceptual diagrams can illustrate 
complex processes 



Conceptual diagrams can describe 
processes at different scales 

centimeters meters 



Conceptual diagrams can communicate 
ecosystem relationships 



Conceptual diagrams can show 
ecosystem comparisons 



The components of a conceptual diagram:  
BASE 



• Symbols are language independent and universal: 
mathematics        , weather         , music       , 
religion          , corporate branding         , 
signage         , and organizations        . 
 

The components of a conceptual diagram:  
SYMBOLS 



• Symbols are language independent and universal: 
mathematics        , weather         , music       , 
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signage         , and organizations        . 
 

The components of a conceptual diagram:  
SYMBOLS 

• Symbols can represent 
something tangible 



• Symbols are language independent and universal: 
mathematics        , weather         , music       , 
religion          , corporate branding         , 
signage         , and organizations        . 
 

The components of a conceptual diagram:  
SYMBOLS 

• Symbols can represent 
something invisible or 
intangible 

• Symbols can represent 
something tangible 



IAN’s symbol libraries are a key tool for 
scientists and managers 



Use the size and color 
of symbols to convey information  



The legend is the key 



Symbols can be used in data graphs 



Symbols can be used in tables 



Symbols can transform flow charts 





Symbols can be used in infographics 



Diagrams can be produced in real time 
with all participants contributing 



Those key messages are 
synthesized into a shared vision 

Community Science 
• Current understanding 
• Credibility and support 

• Priority and environmental values 
• Commitment and resources 



Cumulative impacts 

Conceptual diagrams can transform text… 



Cumulative impacts 

…into synthesized cumulative impact 
visualizations 



Use diagrams for public outreach 



Conceptual diagrams can be used in 
websites and cell phone apps 



Solicit feedback 

• Colleagues and 
collaborators 

• Key stakeholders 
• Recognized experts 



Solicit feedback 



Solicit feedback 



In summary… 

• You can quickly 
and effectively sketch 
complex scientific concepts 

• No artistic talent is needed – 
click and drag our base and symbols 

• Draft and revise 
• Obtain stakeholder input and feedback 



 



Concept: Acid rain kills forests 
Definition: Acidification of rainfall by emissions 

kills trees 
Keywords: Air pollution  

Acid rain 
Tree death 

Conceptionary 

Each person has to draw the concept 
for others to guess – all keywords must 
be written down to finish 
 


