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Geodemographics

� What is it?

� Where does it come from?

� What can you do with it?

� How is it done?

� What are the strengths and weaknesses (issues) ?

� Where is it going?
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What is geodemographics?

� Brown (1991) defines geodemographics as follows:
“..the analysis of spatial aspects of the socio-economic 

structure of towns and cities. Geodemographics ..is.. a 
shorthand label for both the development and application of 
area typologies that have proved to be powerful discriminators 
of consumer behaviour and aids to market analysis.” (page 
221)
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A More Practical Definition

� Geodemographics is a classification of the entire population of the UK 
according to the type of area in which they live

� 200,000 census EDs for 1991 are classified into about 40 to 100 or so 
different types of area 

� This geodemographic classification would usually be based on a broad 
range of indicator variables from the census covering housing, 
socioeconomic, and demographic characteristics (hence the term geo-
demo-graphics)
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An Example: Crime and Neighbourhood Policing

� A fundamental shift in culture to provide more of our policing 
services in a way requested by local communities.

� Nominated Neighbourhood Beat Managers with thorough knowledge of their beat 
being known and accessible to local people.

� The neighbourhood beat manager’s role includes:

• Addressing low level crime and disorder issues.

• Involving the community in a positive way to increase public reassurance and community 
safety.

• Having an in depth knowledge of the neighbourhood with ownership for policing issues.
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Devon crime profiles by MOSAIC type
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A fair comparison

� Massive variation in policing environments (rural, urban, affluent, deprived, 
demography, location, etc…)

� Assessing comparative performance should reflect different crime & 
policing challenges/environments

� Policing priorities, strategies, resource allocation and evaluation should 
be on a like-with-like basis; i.e. accounting for the differences between 
areas.

� Move away from national league tables in favour of comparing ‘similar’
areas.
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History
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The first academic studies

� Early work in identifying spatial structure:

• 1920’s Chicago urban sociologists used census data to study US Cities and 
created a subject later known as human ecology (Park and Burgess, 1925)

• ‘natural areas’ in cities defined as ‘geographical units distinguished both by 
physical individuality and by the social, economic and cultural 
characteristics of the population’

� this work was stimulated by availability of USA census data by 
census tracts (= 4,000 people)

• first introduced in 1910 for cities
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Early Attempts at “Within- City” Classifications

� Social Area Analysis by Shevky and Williams (1949) and Shevky
and Bell (1955) of Los Angeles and San Francisco

• classified census tracts into “social areas” centred around: 
economic status, family status, and ethnic status

• extensively applied; see Rees (1972)

� Later became known as “factorial ecology”
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Purpose of Social Area Analysis

� to delineate socially homogeneous sub-areas within the city

� to compare the distribution of such areas at two or more points in 
time

� to compare the social areas in 2 or more places

� to provide a sampling framework for research - design and 
execution of behavioural field studies
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Models of urban land use

Land-use 1

Land-use 3

Land-use 2

Land-use 1

Land-use 3

Land-use 2

Land-use 2

Land-use 1

Concentric rings

Sectors

Multiple nuclei
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1.  Income sectors

2.  Age-family size 
zones

3.  Ethnic segregation

(dark sectors indicate 
ethnic areas)

4.  Differential 
growth through time

Notes:

5.  Main workplaces

1-Suburbs

2-Industrial satellites

3-Heavy industry 

6.  Combination of 
different factors 
produces complex 
pattern now seen

Zoning within 
ethnic areas
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Early UK Studies

� Charles Booth (http://booth.lse.ac.uk/maps.html)

• survey into the living and working conditions of Londoners, 
undertaken between 1886 and 1902 

• created maps of poverty with the categories:

A. Lowest class. Vicious, semi-criminal.

B. Very poor, casual. Chronic want.

C. Poor. 18s. to 21s. a week for a moderate family.

D. Mixed. Some comfortable, others poor.

E. Fairly comfortable. Good ordinary earnings.

F. Middle-class. Well-to-do.

G. Upper-middle and Upper classes. Wealthy
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More UK Studies

Early work related to Merseyside (Gittus, 1963-64) and Sunderland 
(Robson, 1969)

• used 27 variables and factor analysis

Moser and Scott (1961) Classification of British Towns

• Centre for Urban Studies

• Marked the application of multivariate statistical methods to classify 
areas

• used 60 variables for 157 towns, applied principal component analysis, 
and classified the towns into 14 types
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National Classifications

� Previous studies - restricted to a city or LA district

� Richard Webber created the first national classifications when 
working at CES (London) in conjunction with the UK Census Agency
(OPCS/ONS) (Webber (1977), Webber and Craig (1978))

� It was based on ward and parish data

� This was later renamed ACORN - A Classification of Residential 
Neighbourhoods
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Early Geodemographics

� McDonald, Baker, and Bermingham (1979) reported the results of 
crosstabulating consumer behavior by cluster type (BMRB)

� They found that respondents in different neighbourhood types 
showed significantly different propensities to buy specific products 
and services. They concluded that ACORN was a far more effective
discriminator than social class
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Early Geodemographics

� Webber moved to CACI in 1979 when CES closed and developed a 
1971 census ED based geodemographic system with 36 clusters

� This was also called ACORN

� Webber moved to CCN (now Experian) to develop MOSAIC in 1985
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Geodemographics

� ACORN and MOSAIC remain the most important geodemographic
systems in planning and business

� Many other products in use following 1981 census e.g. Superprofiles, 
Cameo, …

� Not until 2001 was the first publicly available classification developed 
by the Office for National Statistics in conjunction with geographers at 
the University of Leeds

• The Output Area Classification…


