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s a political scientist, I am very interested in how common concerns of interest to both 

political scientists and demographers can promote advances in spatial demography. Two 

interests of particular concern are: 1) much needed theoretical and empirical advances in 

understanding the proper distances and scales at which spatial dependence affects concerns of 

interest to demographers, and 2) advances in the integration of network analysis and spatial 

analysis in demography and political science.  

The past decade and a half have seen considerable advances in the development of 

spatial econometric estimators that are utilized in both demography and political science. These 

advances are extremely welcome, but have not always been matched by equivalent advances in 

our theoretical models or empirical understanding of how space and context shape common 

interests of concern to both demographers and political scientists. As a consequence, we still 

lack significant understanding of both the distances and scales at which spatial dependence is 

most consequential for both demographic and political phenomena and for the interaction 

between these two concerns. 

Questions of distance are particularly relevant for the construction of spatial weights 

matrices to estimate spatial dependence. Some fundamental theoretical questions remain in 

both demography and political science. For example, how does distance between actors affect 

the probabilities of interactions between these actors and thus their propensity to exhibit spatial 

dependence? Does geographic distance between actors have the same effects on demographic 

and political phenomena?  

Too often, spatial weights matrices are ad hoc and do not reflect a theoretical 

conception of propensity for spatial dependence in either demography or political science. A 

closer examination of the nexus between demographic and political phenomena can provide a 

stronger theoretical foundation for the construction of spatial weights matrices. For example, 

population migration is often engendered by political instability and civil unrest while 

reproductive health and population health are highly contingent upon levels of political 

development. Conversely, demographic change is one of the principal sources of changes in 
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voting patterns in both the United States and other countries. In short, demographics and 

politics are intimately connected. Better understanding how distance in interpersonal 

interactions in demographic (political) phenomena affects interactions and engenders spatial 

dependence in political (demographic) phenomena can provide significant theoretical leverage 

in the construction of spatial weights matrices for both disciplines. 

Just as considerable work remains to be done in better understanding how distance 

shapes demographic and political behaviors, so also does considerable work remain in 

understanding how context shapes these behaviors. The modifiable areal unit problem (MAUP) 

is well-known and understood in both disciplines (e.g., Openshaw and Taylor 1979, 1981). MAUP 

is particularly consequential for both demography and political science given the arbitrary nature 

of the lattice objects used in these disciplines. Units such as zip codes, census blocks, census 

tracts, and the like are problematic for demography and political science alike in that these units 

do not identify distinct demographic or political contexts. Units defined for purposes of mail or 

census administration are inadequate for the theoretical tasks of both demographers and 

political scientists. 

What is needed, in short, are measures of distinct demographic and political contexts (as 

well as economic contexts) that can be employed by demographers and political scientists. 

Recent work on “bespoke neighborhoods” provides some advances (see, e.g., MacAllistar et al., 

2001; Johnston et al., 2005), although the use of arbitrary thresholds to build out these 

neighborhoods from a particular household is unlikely to distinguish precisely distinct 

demographic or political contexts. I am interested in exploring further the MAUP issue and 

identifying how demographers and political scientists can better identify distinct contextual units.  

A second interest of concern is the stronger integration of network analysis and spatial 

analysis. The concepts that network and spatial scholars address are related, and could benefit 

from greater integration. For example, network scholars too infrequently examine how spatial 

distance promotes network formation and network interaction. Spatial scholars too infrequently 

map networks or examine the development of networks in their research.  

The integration of network and spatial analysis is an important advance for both 

demographers and political scientists. A critical component of this integration is the discussion 

of new data sources for spatial and network analysis. The planned discussion on crowd-sourced 

data is of particular interest to me as a political scientist, as crowd-sourced data often carry a 

political dimension. There is a growing interest in crowd-sourced data within political science, 

particularly in the study of political networks. I believe much additional fruitful spatial work can 

be done employing these data in both demography and political science. 
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