
Geographic Information Systems 
 

How GIS Works– Layering 

One analogy for seeing how GIS works probably comes from food. 
 
Much like fancy cakes, sub sandwiches and baklava, all built from layering different ingredients, a GIS map is built by 
combining layers like aerial photography, roads, parcel lines and address points.  Individually, the mapping layers provide 
limited information, but together, they create a complete picture of what is happening in a given area.  This core set of 
layers combines to create a base map– a map containing geographic features used for locational reference. 
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Geographic Information Systems 
 

How GIS Works– Database 

GIS Database Functionality 
 
Behind every GIS feature in a map (whether an address point, road section or parcel outline) ex-
ists a database entry containing specific information about that feature.  With the information 
stored, the symbology (how it appears on the map) of the features can be changed to reflect spe-
cific attributes.  By using the data about a feature to control how it appears, the map as a whole 
becomes easier to interpret. 
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Figure I– This shows a few of the new homes in 
Jefferson County 

Figure II– The new homes are color-coded by the 
year they were built.  Seeing this information pro-
vides a way to visually track housing trends in the 
county. 

Figure III-  This information about the new homes ex-
ists in the database.  Each point depicted on the map 
corresponds to a line of information in the database. 




