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Flow Charting - An Introduction
Flow Diagram

A flow chart is a diagram that visually displays interrelated information such as events, 
steps in a process, functions, etc., in an organized fashion, such as sequentially or 
chronologically. The things being represented can be tangible or intangible. A flow chart 
can be constructed for products being manufactured, currency moving from country to 
country and bank to bank, the development of an idea, how 
paperwork progresses through an organization, the procedure for getting a request 
approved for capital expenditures, etc. Flow charts can be very general, for overview 
purposes, or very detailed with lots of supporting and auxiliary information for use in day-
today activities. 

They can describe an entire sequence of events from start to finish or address just a portion 
of the overall sequence. An example of one of the more widely used types of flow chart is 
shown at the right.

Key features of flow charts
• Word descriptions of events, activities, steps, or functions are typically enclosed by 
symbols and connected by lines or arrows.
• Generally two-dimensional. Those that are three-dimensional are generally pictorial. 
• Typically not hierarchical or quantitative.
• Typically plotted sequentially.
• Typically not plotted against a time scale.
• Can run vertically or horizontally. Large flow charts generally run horizontally because of 
space considerations (some charts are several feet long).
• Normally proceed from top to bottom or left to right.
• On very large programs, individual charts are made for each subprogram and all of them 
cross-referenced.
• The major information is conveyed by text; however, significant additional information 
can be encoded by symbols, lines, colors, and images.
• Flow charts are applicable to large and small activities.

Variations of flow charts
There are a number of charts that are 
normally referred to by other names 
but may also be considered variations 
of flow charts. 
Several of these are listed below.

Name of chart 
Organization chart 
Decision Tree 
Time and activity charts 
Some “how-to” charts 
Conceptual charts 
Process charts 
Procedural chart 
Flow diagram

What the chart displays
• Flow of authority and responsibility
• Flow or sequence of decisions
• Sequence or flow of events
• Sequence of tasks to achieve an objective
• Flow of intellectual information and/or ideas
• Step-by-step description of a process
• Procedures to accomplish a particular goal
• Internal logic of a software system

Terminology and construction options 
Symbols, enclosures, boxes, or blocks
The shape of the symbol sometimes has significance. The four symbols shown below, 
for example, generally have the meanings as noted. Other symbols are shown at the 
end of this document.

There are dozens such symbols used in different applications. 
Some organizations have established standards for their specific needs.
• In addition to shape, other variations in symbols can also be used to encode infor-
mation such as the department responsible, critical operation, pending, proposed, 
to be eliminated, new, etc. 

The symbol variations include:
• Color, shade, or pattern of fill
• Whether the outline of the symbol is solid, dashed, bold, thin, etc.
• Size of symbol
• Whether or not it has a shadow



Reasons for using flow charts

• Describe processes, ideas, networks, etc., particularly complex and abstract ones
• Define, analyze and better explicate processes, procedures, sequences, etc.
• Improve communications
• Help to clarify ideas
• Aid in trouble shooting
• Serve as a tool in planning and forecasting
• Reduce misunderstandings and conserve time
• Simplify training
• Document procedures
• Illustrate cross-functional relationships and responsibilities

Some physical features of  flow charts
  
• Reference numbers
Sometimes included with each symbol, the numbers are normally consecutive. 
They are generally used for ease of communications and computerization of the 
data.

• Lines, line paths, links, or branches
- Variations in the type of line are sometimes used to encode additional information 
such as:
- What the line represents (material, information, paperwork,  responsibility, 
recommendations, communication, etc.)   
- Method of flow (electronic, telephone, paper forms, verbal, etc.)
- Status (existing, proposed, eliminated, etc.)

• Variations sometimes used include:
- Width of line. When line widths are proportional to the thing they represent, 
the chart is sometimes called a proportional flow chart.
- Type of line such as solid, dashes, dotted, etc.
- Color, shading, or pattern
- Arrow heads are generally used to indicate the direction of flow.
             
• Major flow is normally from top to bottom or left to right. 
Secondary flow paths such as feedback loops, two-way flow, and return paths go in 
the opposite direction. An example of a feedback path or loop is shown at the left. 

• Arrow heads are generally at the ends of the lines but can be at any point along 
the line.

• Horizontal, vertical, diagonal, and curved lines are all used with flow charts. 
Horizontal and vertical are the most widely used.

• Lines can connect with the symbols at any point on the periphery of the symbol. 
The most common technique is to connect the lines at the vertical or horizontal 
midpoints. position, or question the symbol represents. 

Text
   Text in symbols normally describes the event, step, operation, action, 



Examples
   Because of the versatility of flow charts and the lack of universally accepted standards for constructing them, their appearance varies 
significantly. Shown below are a few popular variations.



Symbols
  Some symbol standards have been established by professional organizations such as the International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO) and the American National Standards Institute (ANSI). Some organizations have established their own 
standards. 
However, because the same symbol sometimes means different things in different context (in a process flow chart, a computer program 
flow chart, a machine operation flow chart, etc.),legends help minimize 
misunderstandings. 

  The table below displays some of the most widely used symbols and their most common meanings. The fact that some symbols have 
multiple definitions or there are two or more symbols that mean the same thing is a reflection of the multiple standards. Additional 
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