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UNIT 3: HUMAN BEINGS IN THE WORLD 
POPULATION DISTRIBUTION 

FACTORS THAT AFFECT POPULATION DISTRIBUTION 
The Earth today is inhabited by over 7.3 billion human beings. However, they are not evenly 

distributed over the Earth’s surface. Inequalities in population distribution occur because 

people tend to gather in the same places because of different factors. 

 

PHYSICAL FACTORS 

 
These are factors that occur in nature, making it possible for people to obtain and use resources. 

They include the climate, topography, soil and water. 

CLIMATE  
The existence of suitable temperatures, such as those found in temperatures 

areas  favours human settlement. Areas that are cold or have very high temperatures are not 

suitable for people to live in. 

SOIL  
The fertility of the soil, which favours the development of agriculture, has been an important 

factor in human settlements throughout history. 

TOPOGRAPHY  
People prefer to settle in low-lying areas near the coast and in river valleys. There are fewer 

villages in mountain areas as access is difficult, the terrain is rugged and the weather conditions 

are worse. 

WATER  
Human beings need water to live and get food. Therefore, in areas where water is scarce, such 

as in deserts, the population is usually low. 

HUMAN FACTORS 
These are the consequences of human actions which attract people to a territory or cause them 

to leave it. They may be related to political, economic or technological reasons. 

POLITICAL  
Decisions made by governments can influence demographic behaviour, for example policies 

encouraging or penalising births, regulating migration or causing citizens to go into exile. 

ECONOMIC  
People settle where there is employment and services. There tend to be more inhabitants in 

areas with rich agriculture, major industrial development or many tertiary sector activities. 



TECHNOLOGICAL  
Technological advances allow people to alter natural physical factors, for example, agriculture 

can be developed in formerly arid areas thanks to hydraulic technologies. 

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF POPULATION DISTRIBUTION 

 
As we have seen, the combination of physical and human factors determines the distribution of 

the planet’s population. Most of humanity is grouped in only about 20% of the available land 

area, while there are also many demographic vacuums or sparsely populated areas. These 

extend over around 43% of the land area but are home to just 2% of the population. 

Most people live in the temperate zone of the Northern Hemisphere; more specifically, between 

the 20th and 60th parallels of north latitude. 

The majority of the population tend to be concentrated in areas near the sea, while inland areas 

are usually less populated. 

Population increases are generally related to urban growth. Today, more than half of the world’s 

population lives in cities. 

Cold areas, covered with snow or ice, are almost entirely unpopulated. They are the areas found 

between the Poles and polar circles or in the highest mountain regions. 

In the driest areas of the Earth, hot deserts, there is an almost total lack of water except in oases. 

This means that human or plant life cannot flourish. 

In equatorial forests, the vegetation is very dense and there is a great deal of wildlife. However, 

high temperatures and abundant rainfall make it difficult for humans to adapt to these 

conditions. 

POPULATION DENSITY 

 
To analyse the number of people concentrated in an area, we calculate the population density. 

This indicator, which is expressed in terms of inhabitants per square kilometre, allows us to 

make comparisons between territories or countries of different sizes. To calculate population 

density, the following formula is used: 

It is important to remember that the concept of demographic density can be misleading, as it 

presents a whole territory as if it were populated uniformly. However, the population 

is distributed unequally across the whole territory: there are areas that are almost empty, whilst 

others are overpopulated. This is true particularly for large countries, where populations tend 

to be concentrated in small areas. 

 

POPULATION DENSITY IN THE WORLD 

 
To find out the population density of the inhabited area of our planet, we should perform the 

following formula: 



 

THE WORLD’S POPULATION 
The population of the Earth, which is now more than 7.3 billion, is continuing to grow. Although 

a slight decrease in natural growth has been detected over recent years, it remains at 1.2%. 

However, this growth is very uneven. 

Developed countries, which are home to 1.3 billion people, have low natural growth which is 

related to a falling birth rate. 

In developing countries, where 82% of the world’s population lives, natural growth is over 2%. 

AMERICA 

 
The Americas are home to 13.5% of the world’s population. However, there are 

significant differences by region between the population of North America (357 million 

inhabitants), Central America (216 million) and South America (414 million).  

Birth rates and death rates are not very high in this continent, so the rate of natural increase is 

low; not even 1%. However, there are major differences by region; compare the 0.4% of North 

America and the 1.5% of Central America.  

Two of the world’s most populous countries are located in the Americas: the United States and 

Brazil. The highest population densities in these countries are found on the east coast. 

AFRICA 

 
The population of Africa exceeds 1.18 billion, representing 16.1% of the world’s population. 

The African population is characterised by the world’s highest crude birth rate, but it also 

has high death rates, especially the infant mortality rate. In spite of this, Africa has a high rate 

of natural increase.  

The high number of births, and a life expectancy of around 60, mean that the age structure of 

the population shows a young population.  

The most populous country is Nigeria. 

EUROPE 

 
The 738 million inhabitants of Europe account for 10.04% of the total population of the world.  

The rate of natural increase in Europe is very low at 0.1%, and is negative in some countries. This 

is related to the transition to a regressive demographic regime, which has low birth rates and an 

ageing population.  

The most populous country is Russia, but other countries with large populations are located in 

the centre and west of Europe, such as the United Kingdom, Germany, France and Italy. 

However, the population distribution is very unequal, since it is mainly concentrated in the cities 

of these countries, while northern countries typically have very low population densities. 

 



ASIA  
Almost 60% of the world’s population (about 4.4 billion inhabitants) lives in Asia. 

Demographic data show a population with a high birth rate and control over mortality, since life 

expectancy in Asia has increased to 70 years. These characteristics mean that the rate of natural 

increase of the population is 1.1%. However, there is significant inequality between the most 

developed countries, like Japan, and the poorest, like Nepal.  

The two most populous countries, China and India, are found in Asia, as are other countries with 

high population levels, such as Indonesia, Pakistan and Bangladesh. In addition, Asia has the 

highest population density in the world, especially the western and southern parts. 

OCEANIA 

 
Oceania is the smallest continent and, at the same time, the least populated, as its 39 million 

inhabitants only represent 0.5% of the world’s population.  

Its rate of natural increase is positive but does not exceed 1.1%.  

The population density is very low, even though there are big differences between the largest 

countries, such as Australia, home to three inhabitants per square kilometer, and the small 

island groups, which in some cases have in excess of 300 inhabitants per square kilometer.  

THE PROBLEMS OF WORLD POPULATION 
The disproportion between growth and resources 

Nowadays, in many poor countries the population is growing faster than it can produce or 
acquire food and economic resources. For that reason, people go hungry and development is 
restricted. This scarcity and lack of economic prospects mean that these places are the starting 
point of migration.  
 
In addition, the governments of these countries can influence the population by 
using demographic policies that restrict the birth rate. 
 

THE AGEING POPULATION 

 
In rich countries, increased life expectancy and falling birth rates have resulted in the strong 

growth of the elderly population and a shortage of young people. This increases the need to 

allocate more financial resources to assist the elderly population: payment of pensions, 

healthcare and specialist care. In turn, the productive capacity of society suffers, because when 

there are fewer births, there are increasingly fewer workers. This shortage is often mitigated 

by receiving immigrants.  

 

In many countries that are in this situation, governments are putting pronatalist policies into 

practice. They aim to stimulate the birth rate through measures such as providing financial aid 

per child or for large families and encouraging social policies that favour workers when they try 

to reconcile their personal and professional lives. 



DEMOGRAPHIC POLICIES 

 
In China, until 2015, the government used to impose fines and penalties for couples who had 

more than one child, unless they were authorised to do so because one of the parents had no 

brothers or sisters.  

On the other hand, some examples of countries that follow pro-natalist policies are France and 

northern European countries, which have advocated measures such as an increase in paid 

maternity or paternity leave for parents or higher taxes for couples that have no children. 

INEQUALITIES IN DEVELOPMENT 

 
Apart from inequalities in the demographics of countries, there are significant differences 

between the richest, or developed countries, and the poorest countries, which are known as 

underdeveloped or developing countries.  

To measure these differences, the UN uses the Human Development Index (HDI). This indicator 

assesses economic, social and cultural data that can be quantified. The data include information 

on life expectancy, infant mortality, the income level of the population and the literacy level or 

years of schooling. 

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN DEVELOPED AND DEVELOPING 

COUNTRIES 

 

GDP AND PER CAPITA INCOME  
Gross domestic product (GDP) is the value in money terms of all of a country’s production of 

goods and services. If the relationship between GDP and the number of inhabitants is calculated, 

the per capita income is obtained. In developed countries, these indicators are very high (for 

example, the per capita annual income typically exceeds 20 000 US dollars). Developing 

countries have a very low GDP and income per capita. Therefore, it is estimated that more than 

1.2 billion people live on less than 1.25 US dollars a day. 

 

ECONOMY AND TECHNOLOGY  
In developed countries, the most important economic sector is the tertiary sector. Moreover, 

these countries have a great level of technological development, high energy consumption and 

significant large-scale trade.  

Agriculture is the primary activity in undeveloped countries and industrialisation is typically very 

low. They do not have advanced technology or a good network of transport and 

communications. 

EDUCATION AND HEALTHCARE  
The state guarantees social benefits like public education, health coverage and pensions in 

developed countries. However, many inhabitants of developing countries do not have access to 

medical care, education or pensions. Sometimes, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 



provide healthcare or conduct literacy or immunisation campaigns, but this assistance does not 

reach the entire population. 

SOCIAL INEQUALITIES  
In developed countries, the distribution of wealth is relatively equitable. Although there are 

pockets of poverty, especially in large cities, most of the population enjoys a level 

of purchasing power that allows them to consume products and services that are not 

necessities, such as leisure spending. On the contrary, there is a very unequal distribution of 

wealth in developing countries, with an extremely rich minority and a large number of poor 

people. In addition, children work from an early age, and are even sometimes used as slaves or 

soldiers. 

Many developed countries have a historical responsibility to developing countries, as they used 

the raw materials of these countries to develop their industries. In addition, many developing 

countries were part of colonial empires that had political and economic dominance. However, 

in many cases, they are still economically dependent on developed countries even after 

obtaining political independence 

 


