Energy Inputs and Outputs
The way living things obtain their energy can be classified into two categories. The group upon which all
others depend are called producers or autotrophs: organisms that are able to manufacture their food
from simple inorganic substances. The consumers or heterotrophs (compromising the herbivores,
carnivores, omnivores, decomposers, and detritivores), feed on the autotrophs or other heterotrophs to
obtain their energy. The energy flow into and out of each trophic level in a food chain can be identified
and represented diagrammatically using arrows of different sizes. The sizes of the arrows (see the
diagrams below and on the next page) represent different amounts of energy lost from that particular
trophic level.
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Producers: organisms able to
manufacture their food from simple
inorganic substances (e.g. CO2).
Examples: green plants, algae, some
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Sunlight is the most common form of
energy input for producers. Note that
there are some producers that obtain
their original source of energy from
chemicals (e.g. in geothermal vents).
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Consumers: organisms that rely on other living
organisms or organic particulate matter for their
energy. Examples: animals, some protists, some
bacteria
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Consumers obtain their energy from a variety of sources:
plant tissues (herbivores), animal tissues (carnivores), plant
and animal tissues (omnivores), dead organic matter or
detritus (detritivores and decomposers)

