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he contributions to spatial statistics have had important repercussions in the field of 

demography. It is not unusual to find the tendency for spatial autocorrelation in spatial data 

As in other areas in the population sciences Economic Demographers are increasingly using 

spatial data in order to understand a wide variety of topics in the population sciences. Some of 

these studies simply attach place based measures and a pre-defined geographic level to 

individual level data in order to understand how place based differences in characteristics effect 

outcomes such as health or economic success. Other studies use the relative proximity between 

respondents and other important spatial features (e.g., schools, doctors offices etc) to gain a 

more refined understanding of proximity on important outcomes. 

Economists are notoriously concerned about issues of “endogeniety.” In much work, the use 

of spatial data is seen to reduce the issue of endogeniety and spatial data certainly has the 

ability to help in this regard. But the simple use of spatial data does not guarantee this. For 

example, David Card and extremely thoughtful scholar uses the proximity to a college as a way 

of constructing groups of students who are likely vs. less likely to go to college and by 

comparing the difference in their earnings estimates the return to attending college. This has 

lead to a good deal of debate whether distance is a reasonable instrument as parent’s choose 

where to live and parents who value education more highly, and perhaps have other correlated 

earnings advantages that they pass to their children, may locate near a college campus. Living in 

Hillsborough, NC, home to the first NASCAR track built in the U.S.  I can personally attest that 

distance to a NASCAR track is strongly correlated with all kinds of factors, most of which are 

causally related to nothing! 

Very often, history plays a role in establishing causality in economic demography. There is a 

general idea that if the events that caused the current conditions to unfold are far enough back 

in time, then the danger that these historic events have direct effects on outcomes outside of 

the current conditions that they have caused is mitigated. As a general example, divorce laws 

that vary across the U.S. because the law reflects the original English, French or Spanish 

settlement are seen to be useful because variations in current law that stems from each locations 

colonial heritage may affect divorce related outcomes but not be related to outcomes such as 

remarriage rates except through the property division and alimony rules of the law. This is 

especially credible if over the 250 years since colonization populations have mixed in a way that 

the original colonial settlement has little resemblance to the current population composition. 

In my own work, I have found that the use of historical data to be extremely valuable. For 

example, we have found that the railroad network in the late 19th century had a profound impact 
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on which African-Americans migrated out of the South and the specific cities to which African-

Americans migrated. First, African-Americans that lived in small rural towns that were serviced by 

a railroad line where 15% more likely to migrate out of the Confederacy than those who lived in 

small rural towns not on a railroad line; and where they migrated was strongly affected by which 

line they were near. African-Americans in Mississippi that were born in towns on the Illinois 

Central Railroad (IC) overwhelmingly settled in Chicago; those born on the Mobile & Ohio 

railroad ended up in Detroit. Similarly, Louisiana born African-Americans born on the IC also 

ended up in Chicago while those born on the Vicksburg, Shreveport & Pacific line 

overwhelmingly settled in Los Angeles.  In this case what the historical geography gives us is a 

mechanism that caused the settlement patterns in northern cities which then had independent 

impacts on behaviors. 

I believe that historical spatial data is likely to be extremely valuable to population scientists. 

And there have been some efforts to assemble historical data, especially at the county level from 

census data. But features that are not standard Census geographic units are less available 

historically and many of the spatially important historical features are the fundamental factors 

that lead to spatial patterns we see today. For example, a complete time-series on 

transportation networks would be exceptionally valuable and there are good historical sources 

for such data. In addition, data from the Census is available at the Enumeration District level but 

to my knowledge these boundaries are not available electronically although physical 

descriptions are available. Development and distribution of these sources to complement 

current efforts in historical demography may yield important discoveries in the population 

sciences. 
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