
Adapted from Liebenberg and Vlok 2000, The interpretation of maps, aerial photographs and 

satellite images.  

 

What are uniform and what are variable map symbols? 

 

Symbols for quantitative point or line data which are distinguished on the ratio level may be 

either uniform or variable. Uniform point symbols have the same size, shape and value 

everywhere on the map. An example here would be a population distribution map on which 

one dot represents ten people. On this kind of map a single dot of the same size, shape and 

value (ie ten people) is repeated in succession everywhere on the map (see figure 2). 

 

 
Figure 2: A population distribution map where each dot represents 1 000 people 

 

 
Figure 3: A population distribution map using proportional circles 

 

In the case of a variable point symbol the size, shape and value of the symbol (a column, 

circle, square or cube) vary in proportion to the quantity being represented. With dot maps 

that indicate population distribution, the population distribution in rural areas is usually 

indicated by dots. In urban areas, however, there would be so many dots that it would be 



difficult to read the actual number. One possible solution would be to represent the urban 

population by means of symbols like proportional circles, spheres or columns (see figure 3). 

Because these circles, spheres or columns vary in size, they are known as variable point 

symbols. 

 

In the case of uniform line symbols the thickness of the line is always the same. Some 

examples are isolines that represent height above sea-level, rainfall, temperature or 

population density. Variable line symbols which are distinguished on the ratio scale are 

known as flowlines which are characterised by the fact that the thickness of the line is 

proportional to the property which it represents. 

 


