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UNIT 2 STUDYING POPULATION 
1. DEMOGRAPHY 

Population geography studies the inhabitants of the planet and their relationship to 

the physical environment. Therefore, it is responsible for analysing the evolution and 

composition of the population and its spatial distribution. To find out about the population, 

geography uses a science called demography, which deals with the quantitative and statistical 

study of the population. 

 

1.1. USES OF DEMOGRAPHY 
Since ancient times, governments have tried to monitor the number of inhabitants in their 

territory to find out who has to pay taxes or to make it easier to recruit soldiers. In Ancient Rome, 

specialist magistrates called censors counted the population. For centuries, one of the few ways 

to find out the population numbers in Europe was using parish archives. Funerals, marriages and 

baptisms were recorded in them. In modern times, states have other reasons to be interested 

in population figures, such as planning for the cost of pensions, or forecasting how many places 

are needed in schools and hospitals. Governments therefore calculate population numbers 

using statistics. 

1.2. DEMOGRAPHIC SOURCES 
Before the 20th century, in general there were limited means to help find out population data. 

Nowadays, developed countries count their population using questionnaires such 

as census forms, which allow them to find out accurate population figures, as well as 

information about certain characteristics such as age, sex, occupation, etc. However, in the 

poorest countries, population figures are based on estimates made by governments and by 

other agencies such as the United Nations, which allow approximate figures to be calculated. 

These estimates can also be made to forecast how many people there will be in the future. 

1.2.1. DEMOGRAPHIC SOURCES IN SPAIN 
THE POPULATION CENSUS. This is an official document published by the National Institute of 

Statistics(Instituto Nacional de Estadística) that sets out the country’s demographic data. The 

census takes place every 10 years, although the data are updated continually. 

The last population census of Spain was carried out in 2011. To do this, the INE used data that 

had been collected previously, such as the municipal register, which was completed and 

updated with a buildings census and a survey of a selected population group as a statistical 

sample. 

THE CIVIL REGISTRY. In this registry, the Ministry of Justice (Ministerio de Justicia) records all 

births, deaths and marriages that take place in the country. It is compulsory to register these 

events in the civil registry. 

THE MUNICIPAL REGISTER. This is a document prepared by municipalities which includes data 

on the age, marital status, sex, address, level of education and economic activity of the 

inhabitants of a municipality. 



2. THEMATIC MAPS 
Demographic data can be represented in thematic maps. In this case, the map represents the 

total population of each country in the world. 

To interpret the map, we have to look at the colour assigned to each country and associate it 

with the corresponding population figure indicated in the key. 

The map on the left shows that the only countries which have in excess of 1 billion inhabitants 

are India and China, and that only the United States, Indonesia and Brazil have over 200 million 

inhabitants. 

3. STATIC AND DYNAMIC ASPECTS OF GEOGRAPHY 
As well as helping us find out the number of inhabitants, population geography is used to study 

population from two different perspectives: static and dynamic. 

 

4. THE STRUCTURE OF THE POPULATION 
The biological structure of the population is its composition according to age and sex. 

In terms of age, we can distinguish three groups: 

• the child population, between 0 and 14 years old; 

• the adult population, between 15 and 64 years old; 

• the elderly population aged 65 and older. 

According to gender, we can calculate the percentage of men and women in the total 

population. 

4.1. AGE 
Worldwide, the proportion of the elderly population is very low, at 8%.  

However, in developed countries the number of births is lower than in developing countries. 

Furthermore, in rich countries, the elderly population lives longer. Therefore, the population of 

these countries has a high number of elderly people and the population of young people is 

comparatively low; this is the opposite of what happens in developing countries. 

According to estimates by the United Nations, the average age of the world’s population is 29.6 

years old. 



4.2. GENRE 
Currently, there is a slightly higher percentage of men than women, as it has been calculated 

that 50.44% of the world’s population is male. Additionally, if the figures are studied by age 

group, we can see that the number of boys born is slightly higher than that of girls. However, 

these figures equal out in adulthood due to a higher death rate in males. Finally, the number of 

women is higher among the elderly population, as women tend to live longer than men. 

5. POPULATION PYRAMIDS 
To study the biological structure of population, population pyramids are used. They are graphs 

that show data on the sex and age of a population at a given moment. 

Each age group is represented using a bar. In addition, the data for men are presented separately 

to those for women. The age groups are presented in ascending order, so that the elderly 

population is at the top of the chart. Therefore, the wider the base of the pyramid, the younger 

the population. 

The shape of the pyramid provides information on the main characteristics of the biological 

structure of the population represented. 

• Triangle-shaped. It reflects a very young population with a high percentage of the 

population under 14 years old and a very small group of elderly people.  

• Bell-shaped. It corresponds to a young population in which the group of elderly people 

has increased because the age of death is higher. 

• Urn-shaped. It shows an ageing population in which the group of young people has been 

reduced because of fewer births. 

6. THE ECONOMIC SITUATION OF THE POPULATION 
If the economic structure is taken into consideration, we can establish two main population 

groups: 

• Active population. These are people who are available for work. 

o Employed population covers people who have a paid job. 

o Unemployed population covers people who are unemployed and looking for 

work. 

• Inactive population. This is the group of people who do not do paid work and are not 

seeking it, for example, students aged over 16 and pensioners. 

6.1. PRIMARY SECTOR 
This sector deals with obtaining resources directly from nature: fishing, agriculture, mining, 

forestry and livestock. 

 

Currently, the least developed countries are those in which a majority of the population work 

in this sector, while in the most developed countries this sector employs fewer than 10% of the 

population 

6.2. SECONDARY SECTOR 
This sector is responsible for the processing of natural products, which is known as industry. It 

also includes the construction sector.  

 

The world’s most developed countries were the first ones to become industrialised during the 



19th century, but today, the percentage of the population working in this sector does not 

typically exceed 30% in the developed world. 

6.3. TERCIARY SECTOR 
This sector is occupied by people who offer all kinds of services. This sector is therefore very 

heterogeneous, as it includes activities such as trade, transport, education, health, tourism, 

etc.  

 

The more developed a country is, the more people work in this sector, and, in some places, it 

accounts for over 50% of all economic activity. 

7. NATURAL MOVEMENTS 
The birth rate is the number of births that take place in a population during one year. To find 

out whether the birth rate is high or low and to compare the evolution of the population in 

different places, the crude birth rate is calculated. This rate relates the number of births to the 

total population in which they take place. 

7.1. GENERAL FERTILITY RATE 
The birth rate is complemented by the general fertility rate, which relates the number of 

births in a place to the women who live there of a certain age profile. To calculate this rate, it is 

considered that women of reproductive age are between 15 and 49 years old. 

 

 

 

 

 

7.2. THE DEATH RATE 
The mortality rate or death rate is the number of deaths that take place in a population 

during one year. To know whether the death rate of a population is high or low, the crude 

death rate is calculated. 

 

 

7.3. THE INFANT MORTALITY RATE 
The infant mortality rate complements the death rate and more accurately indicates the 

degree of development of a place. It is calculated using the formula: 

 



Less developed countries typically have a high infant mortality rate. 

7.4. LIFE EXPECTANCY 
Another demographic indicator related to the death rate is life expectancy. This measure, 

which is an estimated average, expresses the number of years that a person can generally 

expect to live for from the moment of their birth. In general, women have a higher life 

expectancy than men.  

 

This indicator is also linked to development. In less developed countries, life expectancy is 

frequently below 50, while in developed countries it is about 80. 

7.5. THE RATE OF NATURAL INCREASE 
The difference between birth and death rates provides us with the rate of natural increase of a 

population. 

 

 

 

 

 



8. DEMOGRAPHIC REGIMES 
As we have seen, the rate of natural increase of the population depends on births and deaths. 

Throughout time, this rate has undergone major historic variations.  

 

The best way to see these variations is by analysing demographic regimes, which are the 

combination of birth and death rates over time. 

 

 

 

 

  



9. MIGRATION 
Migration is the movement of people from one part of the planet to another. The departure of 

people from one place is called emigration, while the arrival of people is called immigration.  

In 2013, over 230 million people lived outside their countries of origin. 

9.1. ACTUAL INCREASE 
To calculate the actual increase in population, we need to take into account net migration and 

the natural increase. 

• natural increase = births − deaths 

• net migration = immigrants − emigrants 

• actual increase = natural increase + net migration 

The result of this calculation can be positive, if the population increases, or negative, if the 

population decreases. 

9.2. CAUSES OF MIGRATION 
People may be motivated to move from a territory for various reasons. Some phenomena such 

as hunger, wars, natural disasters or lack of prospects tend to drive out the population of a 

place. On the other hand, there are territories that are attractive to people because of their 

wealth, freedom or future prospects. 

Economic Causes  
Emigrants move in search of richer areas with more and better jobs. 

 

The profile of these emigrants is very diverse; they can be highly qualified professionals or 

have jobs that do not require specialization. 

Social Causes 
These motivations are linked to economic causes. The host country or area offers more 

opportunities for education, health and leisure. People also emigrate fleeing insecurity or 

seeking reunification with their families. 

Political Causes  

There are people who emigrate to escape wars or political regimes in which they are 

persecuted for religious, ideological or ethnic reasons. If these emigrants receive legal 

protection in their host country they are known as political refugees. 

Types of migration 
Migration is classified according to different criteria: 

• If we look at duration, we can distinguish between permanent and temporary 

migration. In permanent migration, immigrants do not return to their place of 

origin; temporary migration means a limited stay that can be long-term, 

seasonal or even just a matter of days. 

• If we look at its causes, migration can be forced or voluntary. Forced 

migration is when someone leaves their country due to political persecution, 

whereas migration for economic or social reasons is considered voluntary. 

https://youtu.be/RvOnXh3NN9w


• If the criterion is spatial distribution, there can be internal migration, 

occurring within the borders of a state, and external migration, involving a 

change in country. 

9.3. The consequences of migration 
The main consequence of migration is its direct influence on changing a place’s population 

size. However, as well as this, there are other consequences to consider.  

 

For the countries of origin of emigrants, when people leave in large numbers, the community 

loses many of its younger members and entrepreneurs. On the other hand, it receives the 

money that emigrants send back to their families, which helps boost its economy.  

In the host countries, immigration brings an increase in the population of young people of 

reproductive age, leading to an increase in birth rates. Moreover, the arrival of young people 

of working age contributes to economic growth. On the other hand, the arrival of people from 

different cultures leads to the cultural enrichment of the receiving areas. However, serious 

problems can also occur as a result of certain aspects of migration. 

9.4. PROBLEMS OF MIGRATION 
One problem is the situation of illegal immigration. Receiving countries impose barriers and 

limitations to the free entry of immigrants, which sometimes causes immigrants to travel in an 

unsafe manner and risk their lives. In addition, when immigrants come to a country and live 

there illegally, as they are not legally recognized, they often suffer exploitation by corrupt 

crime gangs and business people. For example, they often earn lower wages than those of 

other workers or are subjected to inhumane working conditions. 

Another problem is the difficulty of integration. Sometimes, new inhabitants are rejected by 

the receiving population, which fears that immigrants may take job opportunities from them 

or receive social benefits from the government. Finally, if the culture of immigrants is very 

different, they may have greater difficulties in adjusting, making it difficult for them to 

integrate into society 

 

 

 


