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Abstract

The field of demography can be divided into two general areas, basic or academic
demography and applied demography. In this paper, | differentiate the latter from the
former and go on to discuss characteristics of applied demography in general as well as
those found in the practice of applied demography in the public sector. Because
demography generally uses population data gathered under the De Jure concept, the paper
also discusses the importance of De Facto population information to both the private and
public sectors. Professional recognition of applied demography and training are

discussed. In addition to references for citations in the text, a set of suggested readings is
provided.
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1. Introduction

Population estimates and projections are the heart and soul of applied demography and
people have been making them for a long the1741, for example, Johann Siissmilch
made the first of several estimates of world population (Swanson and Stephan, 2004) and
in 1755, Benjamin Franklin was publishing projections of the population of the world
(Swanson and Stephan, 2004). It was not until the middle part of thee€ury,

however, that these efforts became institutionalized within the private and public sectors.

Since applied demography is part of the larger field of demography, it is useful to start by
defining what demography is so that we can put the discussion of applied demography

into the correct conceptual context. Demography can be defined as the study of
population, typically focused on five aspects: (1) size, (2) geographic distribution, (3)
composition, (4) the components of change (births, deaths, migration), and (5) the
determinants and consequences of population change (Swanson and Stephan, 2004: 758).

As the preceding definition suggests, demographers share conceptual frameworks,
methods, and data in common. For exampbtemographer who specializes in studying

the geographic distribution of populations typically deals with population size,
composition, the components of population change and the determinants and
consequences of population change. As such, this demographer would be using
conceptual frameworks, methods, and data that would be familiar to other demographers,
regardless of their specialties.



In spite of the shared commonalities, the work done by demographers can be
distinguished in several ways. A distinction of interest here is that between basic
(academic) demography and applied demograBhgic demography is primarily

concerned with solving endogenously-defined problems by offering convincing
explanations of demographic phenomena while viewing time and resources as barriers to
surmount in order to maximize precision and explanatory power (Swanson, Burch and
Tedrow, 1996).

Applied demography is primarily concerned with solving exogenously-defined problems

by producing the information necessary to effect practical decision-making while
minimizing the time and resources needed to produce this information (Swanson, Burch,
and Tedrow, 1996). Because basic demographers are largely working on problems
defined by demographers, they tend to look at both the determinants and consequences of
population change. However, applied demographers tend to focus on the consequences of
population change because they usually are involved in answering questions posed by
non-demographers.

Both basic and applied demography can, themselves, also be subdivided into two subsets.
Basic demography can be viewed as being composed of: (1) formal demography; and (2)
population studies. Formal demography can be viewed as mathematics applied to human
populations while population studies can be viewed as the application of sociological
concepts and methods to human populations. There is overlap between formal
demography and population studies in terms of concepts, methods, and data, but the
distinction, nonetheless is useful.

Applied demograph'y two distinct subsets are private sector demography and public
sector demography. Both use the same methods, some of which are unique to applied
demography, but also include some of the methods found in formal demography and
many of the methods found in population studies. Private sector and public sector
demography both use a great deal of data generated in the public domain, but because
private sector data is too costly or proprietary, little of its data is even known within
public sector demography, much less used by it.

As presently practiced around the world, applied demography largely owes its present
configuration to two major factors, largely initiated in the United States: (1) the need by
government to have data to develop policies and implement them; and (2) the need by
business to have data to guide its investment, production, and marketing efforts.

Although governments have long used census data, it was the advent of U.S. government
policy-making under the administration of President Franklin Roosevelt in the 1930s that
set the stage for the need for data beyond the census, which, in turn, kicked off the move
by governments at all levels to generate and acquire data for policy and administrative
needs, both within and outside of the United States (Prewitt, 2012). The utility of low-
cost, timely, and useful data being generated by the U.S. government was quickly
recognized by the private sector. The private sector demand for such data soon outpaced



what could be provided by the government and by the 1970, statistics became a
commodity independent of government and a statistical services industry developed, an
industry in which “demographics” found itself playing a key role (Martins, Yusuf and
Swanson 2011).

2. Applied Demography in the Public Sector

Although there is overlap, the origin of applied demography in the public sector precedes
its establishment in the private sector. In 1943, the state of Washington established the
Washington State Census Board, which in of itself was not new since many states had
conducted their own census counts in the lateat®l early 20 century. However, the

act (House Bill 72, Chapter 81, Revised Code of Washington) establishing the board set
the stage for the generation of annual population estimates (something that was, in fact,
new) rather than census counts as a way to equitably allocate funds to incorporated cities
struggling under the impact of huge population increases resulting from the entrance of
the United States into World War 1l in 1941. The Board immediately starting producing
estimates (Washington State Census Board, 1944) and the process of developing annual
population estimates for incorporated towns was soon on the path to being
institutionalized at the University of Washington under the direction of Professor Calvin

F. Schmid, who was selected as of the Board’s initial members.

By the 1950s, the Washington State Census Board was not only producing annual
population estimates of the state’s incorporated towns, but also population and enrollment
projections. The utility of these activities was not missed by other states (and Canadian
provinces) and California, Oregon, Alberta, British Columbia, among other sub-national
governments started establishing their own demographic units. This process was greatly
assisted by the fact that many of the graduate students who worked with the Washington
State Census Board at the University of Washington and moved into positions in these
adjoining areas after completing their degrees. The state of Washington ultimately
absorbed the Census Board directly into state government and today its legacy lives on
with the forecastingnit of the Office of Financial Management, which is the Governor’s
Budget Office.

By the late 1940s, the US Census Bureau also started producing annual estimates for
states and other subnational areas and by the 1950s, it was producing population
projections on a regular basis. Since both the federal government and several states were
producing population estimates for the same areas, it should not be surprising that in the
early 1950s, an informal movement took hold that was aimed at coordinating these
activities.

In 1966, the National Governor’s Conference, in cooperation with the Council of State
Governments, initiated and sponsored the ‘First National Conference on Comparative
Statistics,” held in Washington, D.C. This conference gave national recognition to the
increasing demand for subnational population estimates. Between 1967 and 1973, a



group of Census Bureau and state employees charged with developing annual subnational
population estimates, formalized tf#€SCPE,” the Federal-State Cooperative Program

for Local Population Estimates (U.S. Census Bureau, no date). Jumping off a task force
formed within the FSCPE, a little more than ten years later, a similar organization (The
Federal-State Cooperative Program for Population Projections) was established to
coordinate population projection efforts.

Although many states reduced or eliminated their demographic activities between the
heyday these activities in the 1970s and the severe economic recession of 2007-2012, the
original core states of Washington, Oregon, and California still have highly functional

and well-respected demographic operations, as do the states of Alaska, New Mexico,
Texas, and Flor@, and the provinces of Alberta, British Columbia and Ontario, among
others.

Demographic activities in public sector also are found within sub-state governmental
units. Typically, these are in the planning departments of large cities and regional
organizations such as Metropolitan Planning Organizations (also known as Councils of
Government). The regional organizations often run very sophisticated demographic
operations. One notable example is the San Diego Association of Governments, which
hosts an annual research conference for demographers working in these regional
organizations.

3. Defacto Population Estimates.

By now you may have realized that the discussion of both private and public sector
activities has been in terms of the definition of population used by the US Census Bureau,
namely, the‘De Jure” population. This is the idea that in a census everybody should be
counted once, only once, and in the right place (Cork and Voss, 2006). It is based on
place of "usual residence." However, important to both the private and public sectors is
another definition, namely the "De Facto" population. This is the idea that in a census

you count everybody once, only once, but in the place where they are found at the time of
the census (Swanson and Tayman, 2011). Examples of De Facto populations are many.
They include vacationers (of interest, for example, to the hotel owners in Cancun, the
casino industry in Macao, and the Hawaii Visitors Bureau), migratory workers (of

interest, for example, to health care, school, and other social service providers), and the
people who work in the central business district of a large city each day, but leave it
largely vacant in the evenings (of interest to the San Francisco City Planning Office, for
example).

While estimates of De Facto populations are of great interest, they are difficult to make in
countries that use the De Jure concept of residency for their census counts. In addition,
they are also difficult to evaluate in these countries because there is no "gold standard"
against which to measure them in terms of validity and reliability (Swanson and Tayman,
2011).



4. Professional Recognition.?

As you have read, by the end of the 1970s, applied demographers in the public sector had
a history of interaction and were involved in formal organizations that facilitated the
advancement of the field. The federal-state cooperative programs for population
estimates and projections, respectively, were instrumental in this regard. Demographers
in the private sector were more isolated from one another and their colleagues in the
public sector. Partly, this was due to the proprietary nature of their work and partly to the
slow pace of hiring demographers on the part of major companies.

One affiliation that was shared between applied demographers in the private sector and
their colleagues in the public sector was and public sectors changed all that in the late
1970s. The organization was the Population Association of American (PAA), arguably
the world’s largest single professional association for demographers of all stripes.

Founcedin the 1930s, the PAA was almost entirely made up of basic demographers until
the 1960s, when applied demographers started showing up at its conferences. By 1975,
Harry Rosenberg, who was moving from the University of North Carolina to the U.S.
Center for Health Statistics, wrote to the then-president-elect, Sidney Goldstein, of PAA
urging him to include a session in the 1976 conference on state and local demography.
While the letter came too late to have a session on state and local demography, it resulted
in the first of an annual set of “breakfast meetings.” By 1977, a formal session on state

and locaddemography was included in the PAA’s annual conference, as was the case in

1978, which also saw the first appearance of the official PAA Committee on State and
Local Demography.

With annual breakfast and regular sessions, the “state and local demographers” were soon

joined by their colleagues in the private sector and by the early 1980s, a Committee on
Business Demography was spun-off by the Committee on State and Local Demography.
The two committees then joined forces to launch the “Applied Demography” newsletter

under the auspices of the PAA. By 1993, the two separate committees merged to form
the PAA’s official Committee on Applied Demography, which continues to sponsor not

only the annual breakfast but also an evening reception and several sessions in each of
the annual PAA conferences. In addition to about 125 members who specialize in
estimates and projections, the PAA has around a hundred members who specialize in
business or state and local demography.

A separate track to professional recognition was provided by the Southern Demographic
Association (SDA), which from its founding in 1970 (as the Southern Demographic
Interest Group) was focused on applied demography. This organization was initially
sponsored by the Oak Ridge National Laboratory (located near Knoxville, Tennessee)
and its associated universities. Contact was made between Oak Ridge and Professor



Everett Lee at the University of Georgia in regard to developing current population
estimates that could be used for emergency planning, especially the evacuation of people
from large population centers in the event of nuclear war. Like the Population

Association of American, this group held an annual conference at which demographers
congregated and it quickly attracted the interest of applied demographers located in or
near the southern region of the United States. Over time, this regional organization has
grown to include members from outside the southern region of the United States.

The SDA began publishing upon its founding and eventually acquired a journal,
Population Research and Policy Review, which became a publication outlet for many

applied demographers. In addition to its journal, the SDA sponsors the Walter E. Terrie
award, which is given to the author(s) of the best paper on applied demography presented
at its annual meeting. This is the only award given anywhere in the world specifically for
a contribution to applied demography.

Perhaps the apex of professional activity and recognition is found in the form of the
biennial conference on applied demography, which is sponsored and hosted by the
University of Texas, San Antonio every other January since 2008. This conference filled
a fifteen-year hiatus that resulted when the applied demography conferences started at
Bowling Green State University in 1986 were discontinued in the 1990s. Selected papers
from this conference are published in a proceedings book by Springer, which is edited by
faculty members in the Department of Demography and staff at the Texas Stat
Demographic Center, both of which are housed within the University.

5. Training

Training in applied demography has both a formal education component and an on-the-
job component. For the most part, applied demographers have a bachelor’s degree in one

of the social sciences, typically sociology and geography. Many universities offer courses
in applied demography, but at the undergraduate level there are neither formal degrees
nor concentrations offered.

At the graduate level, however, there are several programs in addition to many individual
courses. The University of California Irvine offers a one year program in applied
demography that leads to a Master’s Degree. A similar program is offered by Florida

State University while The University of Texas, San Antonio offers a Ph.D. in applied
demography. An entrance requirement to this program is possession of a Master’s degree,

but it need not be in applied demography. The graduate programs typically include
courses on data sources, geographic information systems and methods for estimating and
projecting populations. Information on the courses and other requirements of these
programs can be found at the website of the universities where the programs are offered.

6. Summary

The development of applied demographic has been driven by the interaction of several
elements that have shaped the nature of certain streams of research in demography. The



first is the rise in the use of the demographic perspective, data and methods in addressing
business opportunities and problems. Encouraged in part by the need for small area data,
many demographers more recently have focused their efforts on the improvement of
techniques and technology needed to generate, display, and analyze small area data, both
for the private and the public sectors. While the vast majority of demographic research
focuses on the demography of geographic units, it is worthwhile to note that an interest in
organizational demography and other non-geography-based applications has emerged in
the last decade or so.

The development of data through estimation and projection (particularly for small areas)
has and will continue to be affected by continued improvements in methods and
technology. Although the focus here has been on applied demography in the United
States, developments in methodology and technology transcend national boundaries.
These developments will, in turn, influence both applied demography not only in the
United States, but elsewhere.

Endnotes

1. A population estimate is the calculation of a current or past population, typically based
on symptomatic indicators of population change while a population projection is the
numerical outcome of a particular set of assumptions regarding future population trends
(Swanson and Stephan, 2004). It is worthwhile to add here that there is a distinction
usually made between the term “projection” and the term “forecast,” with the latter being

defined as a population projection deemed most accurate for the purpose of predicting
future population (Swanson and Stephan, 2004).

It also is useful to note here that there are two distinct traditions in regard to population
estimates (1) demographic; and (2) statisticalthat is, the methods used by those who

do sample surveys. Demographic methods are used to develop estimates of a total
population as well as the ascribed characteristmge, race, and sex - of a given

population. Statistical methods typically employ sample surveys in order to estimate the
achieved characteristics of a populatioeducational attainment, employment status,
income, and martial status, for example. Among survey statisticians, the demographer’s
definition of an estimate is generally termed an "indirect estimate" because unlike a
sample survey, the data used to construct a demographic estimate are symptomatic
indicators of population change (e.g., K-12 enroliment data, births, deaths,) and do not
directly represent the phenomenon of interest. Among demographers, however, the term
“indirect estimate" has a different meaning (Swanson and Stephan, 2004). Most national
statistical agencies produce estimates using both traditions, demographic and statistical.
In regard to population projections, the distinction between the demographic tradition and
the statistical tradition is less pronounced, however.

2. The information about the PAA’s Committee on Applied Demography is largely
drawn from Voss (2005).
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