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GeoGraphy 1.2 Externally assessed 
4 credits

Demonstrate geographic understanding of population concepts

Introduction – population concepts and definitions

Population and geographic concepts
Population concepts
Population diversity is the composition of the population – factors may include ethnicity, age, and sex.
Population distribution is how and why population is spread across the landscape.
Population migration and mobility includes both external and internal migration trends.

Geographic concepts

Environments
Environments may be natural and/or cultural. 
They have particular characteristics and features 
which can be the result of natural and/or cultural 
processes. The particular characteristics of an 
environment may be similar to and/or different from 
those of another. A cultural environment includes 
people and/or the built environment.

Perspectives
Perspectives are ways of seeing the world that help 
explain differences in decisions about, responses 
to, and interactions with, environments. Perspectives are bodies of thought, theories or worldviews that shape 
people’s values and have built up over time. They involve people’s perceptions (how they view and interpret 
environments) and viewpoints (what people think) about geographic issues. Perceptions and viewpoints are 
influenced by people’s values (deeply held beliefs about what is important or desirable).

Processes
Processes are a sequence of actions, natural and/or cultural, that shape and change environments, places and 
societies. Examples of geographic processes include erosion, migration, desertification and globalisation.

Patterns
Patterns are a distinctive arrangement of things or objects. Geography studies spatial patterns (the arrangement of 
features on the Earth’s surface), and temporal patterns (how characteristics, trends, and features change over time).

Interaction
Interaction involves elements of an environment affecting each other and being linked together. Interaction 
incorporates movement, flows, connections, links and interrelationships which work together and may be 
one- or two-way interactions. Landscapes are the visible outcome of interactions. Interaction can bring about 
environmental change.
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Change
Change involves any alteration to the natural or cultural environment. Change can be spatial and/or temporal. 
Change is a normal process in both natural and cultural environments. It occurs at varying rates, at different 
times and in different places. Some changes are predictable, recurrent or cyclic, while others are unpredictable or 
erratic. Change can bring about further change.

Sustainability
Sustainability involves adopting ways 
of thinking and behaving that allow 
individuals, groups, and societies to 
meet their needs and aspirations without 
preventing future generations from 
meeting theirs. Sustainable interaction 
with the environment may be achieved 
by preventing, limiting, minimising or 
correcting environmental damage to 
water, air and soil, as well as considering 
ecosystems and problems related to waste, 
noise, and visual pollution.

Definitions
Ageing population: population with a large proportion aged 65+ years.

Assimilation: the complete integration of someone of minority status into a dominant culture.

Birth rate (crude): number babies born per 1 000 people per year.

Brain drain: movement of skilled people, educated in one country, to another.

Carrying capacity: number of people that the resources of a country can support.

Census: survey that counts number of people present on one day in a country.

Counter-stream: a movement of people in the opposite direction from the main movement (e.g. people 
returning back to their home country).

Cultural factors: the established beliefs, values, traditions, laws and languages of a nation or society; these 
factors also include the artistic values, marriage customs and religious beliefs indigenous to a particular region.

Death rate (crude): number people who die per 1 000 people per year.

Declining population: when the total population of a country or region is decreasing.

Demography: study of populations.

Demographic transition: refers to the transition from high birth rates and high death rates to lower birth and 
death rates as a country or region develops from a pre-industrial to an industrialised economic system.

Densely populated: large number of people living in a given area, usually expressed as per km2.

Dependants: people dependent on working-age group to meet their everyday needs.

Dependency ratio: proportion of dependants to working-age group.

Destination: area/region/country to which people migrate.

Doubling time: time taken for a population to double in numbers.

Economy: the process or system by which goods and services are produced, sold, and bought in a country or region.
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Economic factors: to do with money – trade, accessibility of ports and employment opportunities, etc.

Economically active population: percentage of the population who work and contribute to the economy and 
taxes; usually the 16–65 age group, but varies for different countries.

Emigrant: person who leaves a country for another country.

Emigration: the process of leaving a country for another country.

Fertility rate: number of babies born per female of child-
bearing age in a population.

Forced migration: movement where people have been 
compelled to move.

GDP per capita: measure of the wealth of citizens in a country.

Gender ratio: number of males compared to females.

Hekenga: Māori term for migration.

Immigrant: person who enters a different country to live/work.

Immigration: process of entering another country to live  
or work.

Infant mortality rate: number of infants under 5 who die 
per 1 000 born.

Internal migration: permanent movement of people within 
a country.

International migration: permanent migration from one country to another.

Infrastructure: the basic physical and organisational structures and facilities (e.g. buildings, roads, power 
supplies) needed for the operation of a society or enterprise.

Intervening obstacle: an environmental or cultural feature that hinders migration.

Life/Age expectancy: average age people can expect to live to in a population.

Literacy: ability to read/write.

Migrant: person who is moving or migrating.

Migration: movement of people from one area to another.

Mobility: the ability to move either permanently or temporarily.

Natural factors: physical features of a region such as relief, climate, vegetation and soils.

Natural increase: difference between birth and death rates.

Negative population growth: birth rate is lower than death rate.

Net migration rate: difference between the number of emigrants and immigrants.

Optimum population: when the resources are exactly enough to support the population.

Overpopulation: when there are more people than the resources available to support them.

Political factors: to do with government influences.

Population: the people who live in a particular location.

Population density: how many people occupy a particular region or country; expressed as x people per square 
km – described as densely populated (where people are concentrated) to sparsely populated.
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Population distribution: how and why population is spread across the landscape.

Population diversity: the composition of the population; factors may include ethnicity, age and sex.

Population growth: the increase in the number of individuals in a population.

Population growth rate: extra number of people in a population, as a percentage.

Population geography / demography: a social science which entails the statistical study of human 
populations.

Population mobility: refers to the geographic movement of people – where there has been a change in the 
place of usual residence; the measure of how populations move over time.

Population sustainability: capacity of an environment to support a population in the longer term.

Population pyramid (also called an age pyramid or age picture): graphical illustration that shows the 
distribution of various age groups in a population of a country or region.

Primate city: large city that dominates a region.

Pull factors: reasons that attract people to a region.

Push factors: reasons that push people away from a region.

Refugees: people who have been forced to move/migrate from their home country and cannot return for fear  
of persecution because of their race, religion, nationality, membership in a social group, or political opinion.

Replacement rate: the number of children each couple has to have to maintain a country’s population; 
replacement rate is about 2.1 – two to replace the couple when they die and then 0.1 for children who might  
die in infancy or who are unable to have children themselves (infertile).

Services: a system supplying a public need such as transport, communications; or utilities, such as electricity  
and water.

Sparsely populated: few people per km2; Australia has an average of 2/km2.

Socio-economic status: indicator of living conditions 
based on social/economic statistics.

Stepwise migration: migration in small stages, e.g. 
village to a town to a city.

Source: where people migrate from.

Tangata Pasifika: people from Pacific islands.

Tangata whenua: Māori people – the first New 
Zealanders.

Underpopulation: too few people to utilise the 
resources.

Urbanisation: growth of urban areas.

Voluntary migration: movement because of free choice.

Youthful population: population with a large 
proportion aged 0–15 years.

Zero population growth: when birth rate is lower 
than, or the same as, death rate.
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Population distribution and density

Introduction – population distribution and density
Population distribution describes how the population is spread across a country or area. If a country’s population 
is distributed in a regular pattern, then the country is said to have an even population distribution. However, if 
there are areas with many people and then areas with few people, then there is an uneven population distribution. 
Population distribution is shown by dot maps and the distribution is described.

Population distribution
Study the map showing population distribution and density.

Population, 2015

<1 1–5 5–25 25–250 250–1 000 1 000+Number of persons
per km2

1. Antarctica is not shown as no one lives there permanently. Why is this so?

2. Which latitudes are the most densely populated?

3. Which latitudes are sparsely populated?

4. Which continent has the densest population?

Answers
p.  93
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Distribution of world population by country

Population count, 2017

0–1 1 000–1 8001–10 10–100 100–1 000In millions

The Equator divides the world into Northern and Southern Hemispheres. Describe the distribution of population 
in the Northern and Southern Hemispheres.

1. Northern Hemisphere:

2. Southern Hemisphere:

3. Which continent has the highest population count according to the map?

4. Which country – Australia or New Zealand – has the highest population count? Give a reason for your 
answer.

Answers
p.  93
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Population distribution – spatial patterns
Population distribution refers to the spatial arrangement of population across a landscape.

The population distribution can be referred to as shown by the spatial pattern identified. Spatial patterns are 
recognised and described as being:
• linear • concentrated • clustered • dispersed • peripheral.

Linear

This pattern appears as a line. 
Examples are patterns of 
housing along a road.

A linear pattern might also be 
a line of thunderstorm cells, as 
in the example.

Random

Any point is equally likely 
to occur at any location. 
No particular pattern can be 
identified.

Peripheral

Peripheral means ‘round the 
outside’. An example might be 
new housing developments on the 
outskirts of the main core of a city.

Nucleated

Features collect round a central 
point. A nucleated pattern 
is formed by houses close to 
a crossroad.

Dispersed

Elements that are widely 
separated from each other. 
An example might be farms in 
the South Island High country.

Clustered

The opposite of dispersed. 
Many of the same elements are 
concentrated close together, 
usually around a focus, and 
there are large areas that 
contain very few, if any, 
points. An example would be 
nightclubs, which would cluster 
together close to a city centre.

Concentrated

Dense arrangement where 
a large number of features are 
close together. For example, in 
New Zealand the distribution of 
population is concentrated in cities.

Sparse

Few features occur in an area. 
An example would be 
settlement in a desert area.

Radial

A radial pattern is one that 
appears to originate from a point. 
An example would be rivers flowing 
down from a mountain peak.

Grid

A grid consists of parallel lines. 
An example would be the 
pattern of streets in a town.

There are three main factors affecting population distribution:
• natural factors – e.g. relief, climate, soils, minerals and extreme natural disasters
• economic factors – e.g. trade, accessibility of ports and employment opportunities
• cultural factors – e.g. lifestyle factors (environment, beaches, infrastructure and services, family ties and friends).
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Spatial patterns of population distribution – Australia
1. a.  On the map, identify the 

following patterns by 
shading and labelling:

 • linear
 • clustered/concentrated
 • dispersed.

Darwin

Brisbane

Sydney
Canberra

Hobart

Melbourne

Adelaide

Perth

1 dot = 1 000 people

b. Describe the location pattern of Australia’s largest cities.

 

2.  By studying the climate zones of 
Australia, explain why the patterns you 
identified in 1. occur.

 

Climate zones

Answers
p.  93

Equatorial

Tropical

Subtropical

Desert

Grassland

Temperate

L1 Geography 1.2 - Population Concepts LWB.indd   8 29/03/18   9:38 AM



Demonstrate geographic understanding of population concepts  9

© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd, ISBN 978-0-908340-64-4 – Copying or scanning from ESA workbooks is limited to 3% under the NZ Copyright Act.

Population distribution and density – China
Population distribution and density – China

>900 people /km2

800–900 people /km2

700–800 people /km2

600–700 people /km2

500–600 people /km2

400–500 people /km2

300–400 people /km2

200–300 people /km2

100–200 people /km2

50–100 people /km2

0–50 people /km2

Xinjiang

Tibet

Qinghai

Sichuan

Yunnan

Guizhou

Guangxi
Guangdong

Fujian
Jiangxi

Hubei

Hunan
Chongqing

Hainan

Macau
Hong Kong

Gansu

Ningxia

Shaanxi

Shanxi

Anhui

Jiangsu

Zhejiang

Shanghai

Inner Mongolia

Heilongjiang

Jilin

Liaoning

Hebei

Shandong

Tianjin

1. Name the province which has the highest population density.

2. Describe the pattern of the provinces with the highest population densities.

3. Give one reason to account for the location of the mostly sparsely populated provinces.

4. Describe the trend of population density.

5. Give the population densities for the cities.

 

Answers
p.  93
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Natural and physical location factors
Natural factors:
• relief influences population distribution – people settle in favourable living areas with good water, climate 

and soil fertility
• lowland areas (coastal plains and river valleys) with moderate rainfall and fertile soils – can sustain intensive 

farming, and have high population densities of between 200 and 2 000 people per km2 (e.g. the Canterbury 
Plains near Christchurch on the South Island of New Zealand)

• sparsely populated areas (e.g. mountains, forested areas, jungles or deserts) – have low population densities 
of less than one person per km2 because of harsh climates, steep slopes, and poor soil fertility (e.g. the 
Southern Alps region of the South Island of New Zealand has steep mountains often covered in snow)

• natural disasters (e.g. flooding in the Bay of Plenty, tsunami in Japan, earthquakes in Christchurch and 
Kaikoura) could discourage people from settling in areas/regions that are affected.

Physical location factors
1. Complete the table to show the favourable and unfavourable aspects of the physical factors listed.

Factor
Description of 

favourable factor
Case Study 

example

Description of 
unfavourable 

location
Case Study 

example

Relief

Soil fertility

Climate

Distance 
from sea

Vegetation

Answers
p.  93
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Population distribution (page 5)
1. Uninhabitable environment with extreme conditions / freezing 

temperatures / ice sheet.

2. Tropics.

3. High latitudes.

4. Asia.

Distribution of world population by country (page 6)
1. Majority in the Northern Hemisphere, as this is the location of the largest 

land masses – e.g. Asia and North America. India and China in Asia have 
population densities of 1 billion plus.

2. Few countries in the Southern Hemisphere have large populations. Only 
Brazil and Indonesia have >100 million.

3. Asia

4. Australia (10–100 million) New Zealand (1–10 million).

Spatial patterns of population distribution – 
Australia (page 8)
1. a.

1 dot = 1 000 people

Hobart

Melbourne

Adelaide

Perth

Canberra

Sydney

Brisbane

Darwin

Dispersed
Linear

Clustered / 
concentrated

b. Cities located on coasts – e.g. Sydney, Melbourne, Perth, Brisbane.

2. Concentrated in the coastal temperate or subtropical areas, where 
conditions are cooler.

 Linear along coast, where cooler, more moderate.

 Dispersed in the interior, where arid climate is too hot and dry to support 
anything but very small populations.

Population distribution and density – China (page 9)
1. Tianjin.

2. Clustered on the coast / linear along the coast.

3. Inland, away from the coast in areas less accessible for trade and where 
more extreme conditions exist.

4. Population density increases the closer to the sea.

5. > 900 people/km2.

answers

Physical location factors (page 10)
1.

Factor

Description 
of favourable 
factor

Case 
Study 
example

Description of 
unfavourable 
location

Case 
Study 
example

Relief

Lowland areas 
which are flat 
are easier to 
farm and build 
settlements 
and transport 
links on

Ganges 
River flood 
plains 

Canterbury 
plains

Mountainous 
areas are too 
steep to farm 
easily and are 
difficult to build 
on and get 
around easily

Southern 
Alps New 
Zealand 

Alps, 
Europe

Soil 
fertility

Thick fertile 
soils such as 
loams and 
alluvium 
promote 
agricultural 
production

Nile basin 

Thames 
Valley 
(New 
Zealand)

Thin, rocky and 
acidic soils all 
result in low 
agricultural 
production –
such as found in 
hot deserts and 
mountainous 
areas

Sahara 
Desert 

Southern 
Alps New 
Zealand

Climate

Moderate 
climates with 
enough rain 
and warm 
temperatures 
to allow crops 
to grow and 
ripen

Europe in 
the mid-
latitudes

Conditions that 
are too cold or 
too hot and too 
dry affect the 
growth of crops 
/ unpleasant to 
live in such areas

Gobi 
Desert 

Antarctica

Distance 
from 
sea

The world’s 
oceans 
moderate 
temperatures, 
making living 
conditions 
more pleasant

New 
Zealand 
– 70 % 
of the 
population 
live less 
than 
50 km 
from the 
sea

Continental 
climates have 
extremes of 
temperature

Central 
states of 
the USA

Vege-
tation

Areas of open 
woodland and 
grassland are 
easy to settle 
and inhabit

The 
Pampas in 
Argentina 

Prairies of 
the USA

Very dense 
jungle and 
swamps are 
difficult to 
penetrate and 
difficult to use 
productively

Tropical 
rainforests 
of the 
Congo
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2.

Area
Favourable / 
Unfavourable Reason

Amazon 
rainforests, 
Brazil

Unfavourable Impenetrable thick jungle

The 
Himalayas, 
Asia

Unfavourable

High altitude associated with low 
temperatures and low oxygen levels; 
steep slopes make cultivation of crops 
and settlement difficult

Canterbury 
Plains, New 
Zealand

Favourable
Flat land ideal for cultivation and 
communications; rivers for irrigation

Sahara 
Desert, 
Africa

Unfavourable
Extreme temperature conditions – hot 
daytime / cold night-time temperatures; 
lack of water; sparse vegetation

Eastern 
seaboard of 
the USA

Favourable
Harbours allow trade and communication; 
moderate temperature conditions, due to 
maritime climate

Nile River, 
Egypt

Favourable
Irrigation of riverbanks due to seasonal 
flooding of Nile; trade along Nile River to 
Mediterranean Sea

Southern 
Alps, New 
Zealand

Unfavourable

High altitude associated with low 
temperatures, steep slopes make 
cultivation of crops and settlement 
difficult, limited accessibility, sparse 
vegetation (tussocks and mosses)

3. 40%

4. a. i.  Coastal areas are good for fishing, and provide access points for 
trading.

ii. Flat areas of land are easy to build on.

iii. Areas that are close to a good supply of water provide 
opportunities for fishing, drinking, washing, etc. (e.g. River 
Thames in London).

iv. Areas with good natural resources provide opportunities for 
building and trade (e.g. wood and gold).

v. Areas that are close to fertile land provide opportunities for food 
production.

b. i.  Areas with good, developed transport links provide opportunities 
for trade and tourism (e.g. airports and harbours).

ii. Plenty of jobs available provide income which flows on to other 
opportunities for other businesses.

iii. Available electricity and water supply provide conditions suitable 
for establishing homes and businesses.

iv. Good communications (e.g. internet and mobile phone networks) 
facilitate trade.

v. Good-quality schools and hospitals provide an educated and 
healthy workforce.

Densely and sparsely populated areas (page 13)

Factor
Densely 
populated Example

Sparsely 
populated Example

Economic

Ports
Rotterdam, 
Ports of 
Auckland 

Limited 
facilities for 
ports

Rugged and 
dangerous 
coast of 
West Coast 
of South 
Island

Transport 
links

Motorways of 
the UK

Poor 
transport 
links

Single rail 
through 
Kaikoura

Tourism

Queenstown 
and the 
Remarkables 
for skiing, and 
sightseeing on 
the lakes

Lack of 
tourism

Small New 
Zealand 
towns 
with no 
attractions 
or activities

Industry

Shanghai 
– for the 
manufacturing 
of automobiles 
and electronics 

Lack of 
industry

Pacific 
Islands with 
few primary 
industries

Political

Government 
investment

Christchurch 
rebuild

Lack of 
government 
investment

Northland

Peace New Zealand Conflict Syrian War

Social

Range of 
housing 
opportunities

Hamilton
Poor and/or 
expensive 
housing

Auckland

Accessible 
educational 
facilities

Otago 
University, 
Christchurch

Limited 
educational 
facilities

Rural areas 
lacking 
schools 
and tertiary 
facilities

Readily 
available 
medical 
facilities

Starship 
Hospital 
Auckland

Limited 
medical 
facilities

Northland – 
ill patients 
have to 
be flown 
out for 
treatment 
elsewhere

Results of population distribution (page 14)
1. a.  Advantages of good environmental conditions – fertile soils, 

moderate climate, flat land, mineral resources, water supply.

 Advantages of good cultural conditions – housing, infrastructure and 
services, jobs.

b. i.  Lack of housing would lead to overcrowding and the 
development of slums and informal housing called shantytowns.

ii. Water shortages due to the large population.

iii. Lack of doctors, nurses and hospitals to provide for the 
population.

iv. Immigrants would be reliant on basic foodstuffs and would not 
have the ability to be self-sufficient by growing their own crops.

v. Competition for jobs would drive wages down and the 
unemployed would require welfare support.

2. a.  Limited water resources mean not enough water for growing crops 
and for livestock resulting in few food resources; lack of adequate 
drinking water (especially if no water delivery infrastructure); lack of 
vegetation for construction of houses and infrastructure.

 Few minerals limits trade.
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