
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

HOW-TO GUIDE: 

SITUATION MODELS 
A situation model is a visual representation 
of a project’s context (“how we think the world 
currently works”). It is a diagram that maps 
out the observed and presumed causal 
relationships that are believed to infuence 
one or more of the project’s targets using 
a series of boxes and arrows. 

Situation models provide a foundation for good strategic 
planning. By documenting the direct threats that are 
affecting targets and the factors infuencing direct 
threats, project teams are well-positioned to identify 
key points of intervention (“where to act”) and develop 
well-informed strategies. 

A situation model is developed as part of Step 1: Assess. 

CONSERVATION STANDARDS 
PROCESS WHEEL: 

Open Standards
for the Practice of 
Conservation 

ELEMENTS OF A SITUATION MODEL: 

PROJECT SCOPE 

TARGET 

TARGET 

DIRECT THREAT 

DIRECT THREAT 

STRESS 

+OPPORTUNITY 

INDIRECT 
THREAT 

INDIRECT 
THREAT DIRECT THREAT 

INDIRECT 
THREAT? 

+OPPORTUNITY 

ENABLING 
CONDITION 

Question marks can be used to show 
uncertainty in the presence of a factor 

+ signs can be 
used to identify 
opportunities 

LEADS TOLEADS TOLEADS TO 

Dotted lines can be used to show uncertainty in relationships 

Arrows illustrate cause-and-
effect; one factor ‘leads to’ 
another factor 

INDIRECT 
THREAT 

The inset ovals on the project targets express the viability status – or health – of the targets (Very Good | 
Good | Fair | Poor). Similarly, the inset boxes on the direct threats convey the threat rating (Very High | High | 
Medium | Low). 



 

 
 

 

  

  

 

 
 

 
  

BUILDING A SITUATION MODEL: 

Situation models are built from right to left. 

For each threat, consider what is causing the threat, who is 
involved and why. 

Identify and rate targets. 

Add indirect threats, opportunities and enabling conditions. 
Defne project scope. 

Discuss and document discussions and evidence. 

Add arrows to illustrate the relationship between factors. 

Defne and rate direct threats. 

Use and revise situation model. 

KEY TERMS: 
Project scope: the broad geographic 
or thematic focus of a project. 

Target: within the project scope, 
the ecosystems, species and cultural 
values on which the project or program 
is focused. 

Direct threat: A human-induced action 
or event that directly degrades one or 
more targets (see CMP-IUCN standard-
ized classifcation).  

Stress: An impaired aspect of a target 
that results directly or indirectly from 
human actions. 

Indirect threat: A driver of 
direct threats. 

+Opportunity: A factor that potentially 
has a positive effect on one or more 
targets, either directly or indirectly. 

Enabling condition: a broad or 
high-level context that allows a 
threat to occur. 

Contributing factor: a generic term 
for indirect threats, opportunities 
and enabling conditions. 

HOW-TO GUIDE: SITUATION MODELS 2 

1. 5. 

2. 

3. 

4. If necessary, add stresses. 8. 

7. 

6. 

https://conservationstandards.org/library-item/threats-and-actions-taxonomies/
https://conservationstandards.org/library-item/threats-and-actions-taxonomies/


 
 

 
 

 

 

BENEFITS OF A SITUATION MODEL: 

A situation model helps to: 

Evaluate the factors that are driving problems. Highlight points of intervention (“where to act”). 

Identify key interest groups and partners. 

Articulate a team’s understanding of the project 
context and to document that understanding 
and evidence. 

Develop well-informed strategies. 

Identify knowledge gaps. 

EXAMPLE SITUATION MODEL: 
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THE LAND 

FOREST 

BICKNELL’S 
THRUSH 

CAN’T HARVEST 
IN PARK 

HYPERABUNDANT 
MOOSE 

WARMER WINTERS 

VISITORS MAKE 
NEW TRAILS 

POLICY OUTLAWS 
HARVEST 

LACK OF 
PREDATORS 

+INTEREST IN 
MOOSE HARVEST 

2ND GROWTH 
FOREST 

CLIMATE 
CHANGE 

VISITORS SEEK 
EXCITING SELFIES 

DESIRE FOR SOCIAL 
MEDIA FAME 

LOSS OF 
KNOWLEDGE 

NO 
REGENERATION 

FRAGMENTATION 

F 

P 

G 

H 

H 

M 

V 

For additional examples, see ‘shared projects’ on Miradi Share. 
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This work is a derivative of The Open Standards for the Practice of Conservation by the Conservation Measures Partnership, used under a Creative
 Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License (CC BY-SA 4.0). This work is also licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0 by Her Majesty in Right 
of Canada as represented by Parks Canada. 
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1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

https://conservationstandards.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2020/12/CMP-Open-Standards-for-the-Practice-of-Conservation-v4.0-English.pdf
https://www.conservationmeasures.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://www.miradishare.org/ux/home/
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