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n the past twenty years, demography has expanded beyond the core areas of fertility, 

mortality and migration to population health.  One key subarea that has emerged during this 

transition is spatial demography. Spatial demography is the application of the tools of spatial 

analysis to demographic research questions.  A spatial demography perspective complements 

other analytic tools in the demographer’s toolkit by explicitly incorporating dimensions of place 

into the analysis of both individual and aggregate-level human phenomena.  
For spatial demography to develop into a leading subfield of demography in the next 10 

years the following issues should be considered:  
 

Develop conversations and collaborations across disciplines. Spatial demography is 

interdisciplinary. Anthropology, economics, geography, psychology, public health and sociology 

all claim some spatial elements as their own. Environmental sciences and engineering are 

emerging as the next frontier in spatial science. Collaborations across disciplinary boundaries 

need to be developed and nurtured. 
 

Advocate for spatial science. Work together with colleagues to organize paper sessions at 

meetings and special issues of journals. Ensure that publications are accompanied by press 

releases.  
 

Encourage colleagues to participate in peer review. Serve as a reviewer for NIH, NSF and 

other funding agencies. Spatial scientists are often a minority on NIH review panels. When 

serving on a review panel spatial scientists need to effectively communicate to the other 

scientists on the panel the added value of incorporating a spatial perspective for our scientific 

understanding of demography and population health.  
 

Actively train. To move “beyond mapping” continuing education programs as well as 

predoctoral training are essential. The primary training challenges include: determining what the 

core spatial demography courses are and incorporating core spatial demography coursework 

into training programs.  
 

Incorporate spatial measures into datasets. Revisit the measurement of place and the 

characteristics used to define place. For example, measuring “place capital.” For individual-level 

datasets, identify ways to increase access to spatial data without compromising the 

confidentiality of survey respondents. Revisit “old questions” with new tools.  Apply the tools of 

spatial demography to research questions in reproductive and population health.  
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Take advantage of new measurement and computing technologies. For example, combining 

GPS, actigraphy and diary methods can offer new insights into the measurement of health 

behaviors and activity at the individual level. At the community level, advances in satellite 

imagery and remote sensing, and improvements in the areal measurement of disease vectors all 

provide additional scientific opportunities for spatial demographic research. Desktop computing 

power that allows for the estimation of complex statistical models, including spatial models, has 

made spatial analyses more accessible. Spatial demography is well-positioned to benefit from all 

of these technologies.  
 
The opinions expressed in this essay are those of the author and do not represent the views of the National 
Institutes of Health, the Department of Health and Human Services or the United States government.  

 


