
 

 

 A-level Geography Knowledge Organiser
 Specialised Concept 13: SYSTEMS     

Thinking like a geographer about... SYSTEMS
1. Using a range of topics, examples and scales, can you suggest reasons why 

some system flows might be easier to measure than others?

2. How might a systems approach be applied usefully to the study of tectonic 
hazards or changing places?  

How far do you agree with the following statements?

• ‘Strategies to protect the environment should be based mainly on the idea of 
      sustainability, not ideas about systems.’

• ‘All inputs into a system will eventually leave that system as outputs.’ 

Concept connections
Global governance
Globalisation has accelerated the growth of global systems and flows of people, ideas, money 
and trade.
Water and carbon cycles
Geographers use a systems approach when they study flows and stores of carbon and water. 
Ideas like mass balance, water deficits, energy budget and positive feedback are all grouned in 
systems theory. 
Changing landscapes 
Coasts and glaciers are systems with erosional inputs, sediment stores and depositional ouputs. 

• Many topics in A-level Geography adopt a systems approach to help us understand how different objects, people or processes are linked together. By thinking about these connections 
and interactions, we improve our chances of being able to manage places and environments successfully (and sustainably).

• There are many examples of the systems approach being used in physical geography. In the water and carbon cycles, matter is continuously on the move (see diagram). Water and 
      carbon may enter or leave the atmosphere, soil, vegetation or ocean, for example. In systems theory, these locations where matter or energy can be held are called stores. Movements      
      of water and carbon between stores are called flows. A flow entering a store is termed an input whereas a flow leaving a store is called an output. In the water and carbon cycles, the flows     
      which transfer water and carbon between stores sometimes involve a transformation too. This means there is change in the chemical nature or state or the matter (when a liquid turns  
      into gas, for example). 

• In coastal landscape systems, erosion processes are responsible for inputs of sediment which are then stored as part of a beach. Sediment which is carried away by the action of waves or 
winds is classified as a system output. Similarly, weathering and erosion in mountainous areas generate sediment inputs which are then stored on the surface of a moving glacier. In time, 
these sediments become system outputs when they are finally released by melting ice in lowland areas.      

• Systems are also studied in human geography. Human activity is made up of different movements and flows: 
                

1. People are continually on the move, whether they are commuting to work, shopping or visiting places on holiday. 
2. We carry money, ideas and information with us wherever we go. We also transfer money, ideas and information to other places via our phones and laptops. 
3. Human demand for food and goods creates global trade networks (imports and exports). 
4. In short, human geography involves studying the causes and effects of flows of people, money, ideas, information and trade. These flows link together different places or countries     

                   as parts of a global system. 

• At a more local scale, a systems approach can be applied to the dynamics of towns and cities. Inputs 
      of people, investment, energy, food and manufactured goods are required for a settlement to survive 
      or grow. These are balanced by, among other things, outputs of out-migration, trade, pollution and waste.   

• Systems can be represented as diagrams. Stores are usually shown as rectangular boxes. Flows are drawn 
      as arrows indicating the direction of movement. The diagram will show a system is open or closed. In an 
      open system, flows of matter move across the system’s external boundaries. In the drainage basin 
      hydrological cycle, for example, inputs of precipitation arrive from outside the area; water leaves the local 
      system via the main river channel, evaporation and transpiration.  

• In a closed system, there is no transfer of energy or matter across the boundaries of the system. The 
      global-scale hydrological cycle is viewed as a closed system because there is a fixed supply of water 
      which moves from place to place on Earth (including its atmosphere), but never leaves the planet.
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