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What’s is a Conceptual Model?

“. . . a written description and visual representation of predicted 
relationships between ecological entities.” – U. S. EPA

“. . . defines the types of entities or objects which are of immediate 
interest and the relationships between them.” – Dept. of Geography, U. 
of Aberdeen

“An abstract representation of [a] phenomenon that provides a common 
understanding.” – Enterprise Architecture, Sugar Land, Texas

“A user’s understanding of what an application does and how it works.” –
Computer Science Dept., Virginia Tech University, Blacksburg, VA

“A set of qualitative assumptions used to describe a system.” –
International Atomic Energy Agency



. . . conceptual models, more definitions

“A diagram of a set of relationships between factors that . . . impact or 
lead to a target condition.  It is the foundation of project design . . . 
and it is the first part of a complete plan.” – International Fund for 
Agricultural Development

“The expert’s view of the process being modeled.  Often conveyed as a 
schematic; for example, as interconnected compartments, each 
compartment having inflow, outflow, and reactions . . . ” – Engineering 
Research Center, Montana State University

“An abstract view of the data [or system] . . . Describes the main data 
objects, avoiding details.” – ECollege of Business Admin., Troy State 
University, Dothan, AL







What are Conceptual Models?

People receive information >>> Process that information >>> Respond

This is a mental or conceptual model of how things work 

in our surrounding environment.

Why Use Conceptual Models?

As a teaching tool, to present terminology, to illustrate relationships.

A first step in developing more complex or detailed plans or proposals.

To help explain and discuss interesting features in data sets.





































Human DimensionsBiophysical

Predators &

Competitors

HabitatFood

Landscape

Life History

Evolutionary

History

EconomicsHealth &

Safety

Social Systems
Legal/Political

At risk

Protection

Conflict

Control

“Endangered”
“Pest”

Stable population



1946: pop. 300

1952: Full trapping 
season

1995: pop. 

18,500 
1996: Ban on most 

trapping 

“PEST”

STABLE 

POPULATION

CONFLICT

“PROTECTION”

SPECIES 

AT RISK

Beaver in Massachusetts

1750s: Beaver 

extirpated in Mass.

1928: Beaver 

found in Mass


