Diffusion and Osmosis

In general, small molecules pass easily through the cell membrane, medium-sized molecules move through less easily, and large molecules cannot pass through without help from the cell. The membrane is selectively permeable.
A substance the cell uses up, such as oxygen, will be in lower concentration inside the cell than outside the cell. The molecules of the substance will therefore diffuse across the cell membrane into the cell until the concentration of the substance inside is the same as outside. This is an example of diffusion.
Osmosis refers only to the diffusion of water from an area of greater concentration of water to an area of lesser concentration of water.
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A – The concentration of solute molecules (ex. salt or sugar) outside the cell is equal to the concentration inside the cell. (The concentration of water is the same inside and outside of the cell.) The size and shape of the cell remain the same.

B – The concentration of solutes outside the cell is less than inside the cell. (This means the concentration of water is greater outside the cell.) More water molecules move into the cell than out of the cell. The cell increases in size.

C – The concentration of solutes outside the cell is greater than inside the cell. (This means the concentration of water is lower outside the cell.) More water molecules move out of the cell than into the cell. The cell decreases in size.

