
Session 3 

Interpretation of topographical maps using conventional symbols.

In the previous session,  we discussed uses of key elements on a map. In  this session you will be learning 

how to  interpret information on topographical Maps using conventional symbols.

What are Conventional symbols?

Conventional symbols are letters, pictures or drawings which are used by cartographers and are accepted 

conventionally to represent natural and human made features in a map. Symbols in a map help in describ-

ing and interpreting various aspects on a map. The symbols are usually given in the key.



How are conventional symbols used to interpret the map:

1.	 Simplification	of	Features:	Conventional	symbols	allow	complex	features	(like	cities,	roads,	or	moun-

tains)	to	be	represented	in	a	simplified,	standardized	form.	This	makes	it	easier	for	map	users	to	

quickly identify these features without needing to read lengthy descriptions.

2.	 Representation	of	Real-World	Objects:	Maps	use	conventional	symbols	to	represent	real-world	objects	

or features, such as rivers, buildings, parks, airports, railways, and more. By using these symbols, a 

map can provide a comprehensive overview of an area in a compact, easy-to-read format.

3.	 Standardization:	Symbols	are	standardized	so	that	people	can	interpret	them	consistently.	For	exam-

ple, a blue line always represents water bodies, a red dot may represent a capital city, and a black 

line	represents	roads.	This	standardization	is	key	in	ensuring	universal	comprehension	of	maps.

4.	 Simplification	for	Universal	Understanding:By	using	a	fixed	set	of	symbols,	maps	avoid	the	need	for	

lengthy	explanations	or	labels,	allowing	for	a	clearer	presentation	of	information.	This	is	particularly	

important	for	maps	used	in	various	fields	such	as	transportation,	tourism,	or	navigation,	where	quick	

interpretation is needed

Importance of Conventional Symbols:

●	 Clarity	and	Efficiency:	They	provide	a	clear,	quick	way	to	represent	various	geographic	features	and	

allow	the	map	to	be	understood	without	extensive	text	descriptions.

●	 Standardization:	The	use	of	standardized	symbols	ensures	that	maps	are	universally	understood,	

whether used for navigation, education, or research.

●	 Space	Saving:	By	using	symbols	rather	than	words,	maps	save	space	and	remain	uncluttered,	making	

it	easier	to	visualize	large	amounts	of	information	on	a	single	page.

Assessment 

Identify conventional symbols used in interpretation of topographical maps.


