
17.10 SkillBuilder: Constructing and describing a
flow map
17.10.1 Tell me
What is a flow map?
A flow map is a map that shows the movement of people or objects from one place to another. Arrows are
drawn from the point of origin to the destination. Sometimes these lines are scaled to indicate how much of
the feature is moving. Thicker lines show a larger amount; thinner lines show a smaller amount.

How is a flow map useful?
A flow map is used to give us a visual image of the movement of something that might otherwise be
provided through a set of statistics or a lengthy paragraph of text. Interconnections between destinations
and places of origin are made very clear, and regional patterns can be readily identified.

Flow maps are useful when trying to understand:• individual movements, such as use of transport systems and aisles in supermarkets• local movements, such as traffic flows at intersections or the use of pathways in parks• national movements, such as the importation of cars to Australian states• regional movements, such as flows between states of Australia or between countries within the Pacific• global movements, such as imports and exports, human movement and communication.
A good flow map:• is drawn in pencil initially and then coloured appropriately• uses arrows to indicate flow directions• may use scaled arrow widths, which are also explained in a key/legend• includes labelled features as necessary• has a clear title, which identifies places and dates.
A description of a flow map:• identifies and communicates key features of the movement, patterns and places shown• clearly represents and communicates the data with the use of statistics, places and dates.
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17.10.2 Show me
How to construct and describe a flow map
Model

FIGURE 1 Interstate migration flows, 1996–2001
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Source: Spatial Vision

Between 1996 and 2001, people moved from the southern states to Queensland, and from the eastern
states to Western Australia. All states experienced migration of residents to Queensland, with more than
10 000 migrants from each of Victoria and New South Wales, and 5000–10 000 from Tasmania and South
Australia. New South Wales lost more people than it gained, with inflows of 1000 to 1500 from South
Australia and Tasmania only. Victoria, however, had inflows from all the surrounding states, including
Tasmania (totalling between 16 000 and 31 500), which indicates that Victoria’s net loss — more than
10 000 to Queensland — was far less than that of New South Wales, which had a loss of 13 500–17 000 or
more.

You will need:• a set of data that shows the movement of some object• a base map that corresponds to the places included in your data set• a light grey pencil• a set of coloured pencils• a ruler• an eraser.

Procedure
To complete a flow map, you will need to convert a table of data to a coloured map.Pdf_Folio:32
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Step 1

FIGURE 2 Scaled
arrows for the flow
map in FIGURE 1
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If you are planning to simply show the flow between places, then you need only
identify each place and draw an arrow from the origin to the destination, as
shown in FIGURE 1 in subtopic 17.2. Writing numbers on the flow lines is another
method for creating a basic flow map. (If you use this method, go now to
step 5.) On the other hand, if you want to create a map that provides an instant
snapshot of the quantities of a feature being moved, then a scaled flow map is
a better option. Your first step is to determine the scale you will use. Look over
the data set that you have and establish no more than five categories that will
allow you to represent the data. FIGURE 2 shows how these appear in the key of
the FIGURE 1 model.

Step 2
Draw up the key, or legend, for the base map. Note that you will have to work in millimetres; otherwise,
your arrows will dominate the map. In a key such as FIGURE 2, one millimetre could be used to represent
1000 people. This will avoid having very wide arrows for the larger values, and allow the arrows to fit
within the map. Label your key appropriately.

Step 3
Now you need to rule an arrow, of an appropriate width, from a place of origin to a place of destination.
Before you begin, think where you will place each arrow, as it is best to avoid overlapping them. This is
most important if you are mapping global data; look at FIGURE 1 in subtopic 17.4 to see how complex this
can become.

Step 4
As you draw arrows between the places of origin and destination, use your ruler to keep the arrow widths
consistent. Neatness is important. Colour the arrows as you go to avoid confusion at the end.

Step 5
Ensure that the completed map includes geographical conventions (BOLTSS).

Step 6
Look at the completed map and identify any patterns that are evident. Is there an interconnection
between the widest arrows? Is there an interconnection between the narrowest arrows? Write a few
sentences to explain any patterns you can identify. In the FIGURE 1 model, people moved from the southern
states to Queensland — more than 10 000 from Victoria, 5000–10 000 from Tasmania, 2000–5000 from the
ACT and more than 10 000 from New South Wales. They also moved from the eastern states to Western
Australia — 2000–5000 from New South Wales, 1000–1500 from Tasmania, and 1000–1500 from South
Australia.

Step 7
Look for any anomalies in the pattern — arrows that stand out as being different. Write a sentence to
identify any anomalies. For example, in FIGURE 1, although Victoria had an inflow from all its surrounding
states, including Tasmania, fewer than 1000 Victorians moved to each of the states of Western Australia,
South Australia, New South Wales, ACT or Tasmania.

Video eLesson Constructing and describing a flow map (eles-1741)

Interactivity Constructing and describing a flow map (int-3359)

Digital document Blackline master: World map (doc-11392)
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17.10.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

17.10 ACTIVITIES
1. Using a blank world map and the data in TABLE 1, construct a flow map of ivory smuggled from Africa to

Asia. Think carefully about the scale you choose, as the data for China is high. Note that the flow is from
Africa to Asia, so the arrows need to go from Africa to the appropriate country in Asia. Use the checklist for
drawing a flow map to ensure you cover all aspects of the task.

2. Write a description of the supply of smuggled ivory to Asia. Use the checklist for interpreting a flow map to
ensure you cover all aspects of the task.

TABLE 1 Ten Asian countries with the most ivory seized, 1989–2011 — total weight of seizures in
kilograms

India Singapore Malaysia Japan Philippines Vietnam Taiwan Hong Kong Thailand China

6758 8028 8527 8618 10659 13426 18370 20638 21364 41095

Source: TRAFFIC, Tom Milliken

3. Apply your skills in interpreting a flow map to answer the following questions.
(a) Which Asian country had the most smuggled ivory seized?
(b) Which Asian country had the least smuggled ivory seized?
(c) Describe the areas of Asia to which smaller quantities of ivory are smuggled and the areas to which

larger quantities are smuggled.
(d) Does distance seem to affect the amount of ivory smuggled? Explain your answer, using the map scale

to help you.
(e) Does the level of a country’s development influence the smuggling of ivory? Explain your answer.

Checklist
In drawing a flow map I have:
• drawn in pencil initially and then coloured appropriately
• used arrows to indicate flow directions
• used scaled arrow widths, which are also explained in a key/legend
• included labelled features as necessary
• provided a clear title, which identifies places and dates.

In interpreting a flow map I have:
• identified and communicated key features of the movement, patterns and places shown
• clearly represented and communicated the data with the use of statistics, places and dates.
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