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The core issues of population studies are among 
the central concerns of our societies and those we 
study, and have been for a very long time. This fact 
is widely recognized inside and outside the popula-
tion profession. As Charles Hirschman notes, “Ever 
since the days of Malthus and Graunt, demogra-
phers have had an abiding interest in public affairs.”1 
The late Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan said,  
“[T]here is simply nothing so important to a people 
and its government as how many of them there 
are, whether their number is growing or declining, 
how they are distributed as between different ages, 
sexes…and different social classes and racial and 
ethnic groups...”2

Support for population studies on the scale we expe-
rience it today is justified by the discipline’s expected 
social utility, by the hope that research results can 
improve well-being. How well population research 
satisfies that expectation is difficult to measure, but 
the goal that population studies should be useful has 
been a guiding principle of the discipline.

Given the well-established link between population 
studies and public welfare, a priority of population 
scientists should be public demography, which 
I define as an effort to reach a public audience 
with demographic analysis and summaries of our 
research results, discussions about what these 
results mean, and what, if any, action the public 
and its elected and appointed officials ought to take 
based on what we have learned.

This paper outlines what I mean by public demogra-
phy; highlights why public demography is important; 
suggests ways to implement a public demography 
agenda; and addresses some prominent objections 
to these suggestions.

My ideas about public demography have been 
shaped by the work of Michael Burawoy.3 In his 
2004 presidential address to the American Socio-
logical Association and in articles and presentations 
before and after that, Burawoy distinguishes and 
describes four types of sociology—professional, 
critical, policy, and public.4 But a less complex model 

posits that a professional can take on several of 
these roles simultaneously or over the span of one’s 
career.

What Is Public Demography?
Clifford Geertz refers to anthropology’s task as “the 
informing of informed opinion…in the matter of primi-
tives as others inform it about Homer, Italian painting, 
or the English civil war.” 5 Slightly modified, that’s a 
worthy summary of public demography—informing 
informed opinion on matters of population. 

Public demography includes any activity that brings 
population information and analysis to the public. 
This includes popular newspaper and magazine 
articles, contributions to websites and blogs, 
appearances on talk radio, and speeches before the 
Rotary Club or other service organizations. 

Public demography is a presentation to nonspecial-
ists about population-related issues, about such 
things as the relationships between population 
growth and environmental degradation or the impact 
of different living or parenting arrangements on child 
health or educational attainment. One hopes that 
from time to time such presentations would shape a 
national or indeed international conversation about 
these issues and guide the design of more effective 
policies. 

Public demography should not be a preoccupation 
of all or even most population scientists. On the 
contrary, while more attention to communication with 
the public is badly needed, doing so is an additional 
responsibility done best by those who have an active 
research program underway. Those who are learning 
through their research typically have the most to tell 
us. Public demography is not a program for science 
writers or popularizers but an activity for serious ana-
lysts who identify important problems, analyze them 
carefully, and write or talk about them in an engaging 
way before public audiences.6

Public demography has a long and valued pedigree. 
The first population text I was assigned in school 
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was a volume of 19 essays that were prepared as lectures 
for a Voice of America Forum Series broadcast in 1963 to 85 
countries. The purpose of the essays, according to the vol-
ume’s editor, Ronald Freedman, “was to acquaint an intelligent 
world audience of non-specialists with some of the best current 
scientific knowledge and opinion about population trends.”7 The 
authors were a who’s who of mid-20th-century population  
studies: Ansley Coale, Ronald Freedman, Philip Hauser, Amos 
Hawley, Nathan Keyfitz, Conrad Taeuber, Rupert Vance, and 
Charles Westoff.

Leading demographers have continued this type of work. 
Andrew Cherlin, former Population Association of America presi-
dent and Griswold Professor of Sociology and Public Policy at 
Johns Hopkins University, is an exemplar of public demography 
work. Cherlin has an enviable academic curriculum vitae, but 
he has published twice as many articles in The New York Times 
as in Demography. 8 There are others in this mold including 
Nicholas Eberstadt, who does so much popular writing that he 
can legitimately be called a public intellectual.9 Other population 
scientists, such as William Butz, have made careers of informing 
the public through their work (and management of others’ work) 
at institutions like the U.S. Census Bureau and the Population 
Reference Bureau, whose missions include informing the public 
as an important element.

Population specialists are in a better position than other 
social scientists to engage the public because of our subject 
matter, our data, and our emphasis on empirical description. 
Moreover, population specialists are probably more comfort-
able than other social scientists in the public arena because 
so many of our colleagues work for government agencies 
(national statistical offices, for example) or for nongovernmen-
tal organizations (the Urban Institute, for example) that see 
communicating with the public as an important organizational 
function.

Why Bother?
There is a need for public demography. The world would be 
a better place if citizens knew more about the demographic 
aspects of their communities and the world in which we live. 
The U.S. Census Bureau recently released the first results of 
the 2010 Census.10 In addition to the news stories, many of 
them well done, the American public and our political lead-
ers would benefit from knowing the implications of the trends 
from those who study them. A summary of what the Census 
Bureau data indicate about American society would have been 
welcome.

Public demography can be entertaining. We enjoy Kelvin Pol-
lard’s demographic examination of the Olympic medal count, 
using what he calls the Crude Medal Rate, which controls for 
the population size of medal-winning countries; and the General 
Olympic Medal Rate, which accounts for the number of athletes 
a nation sends to the Olympics.11

The most important contribution of public demography is better 
informed discussions about important public policy matters that, 
one hopes, would lead to more appropriate interventions and 
better policies and programs. At the moment, the public in most 
countries is poorly informed about the nature of many issues that 
have an important demographic component, including old-age 
insurance programs, family breakdown, immigration, poverty—
and the range of options to deal with them. Population scientists 
can help remedy that situation. 

Another reason for suggesting that more effort be devoted to 
communicating to the public is to increase the size of the audi-
ence for population research. The core professional audiences 
for population research are very small. The latest issue of the 
newsletter of the Population Association of America lists mem-
bership as being under 3,000.12 The paid circulation of the Popu-
lation Council’s journal Population and Development Review is 
also under 3,000.13 

A third reason for doing public demography is because popula-
tion scientists use public resources. If there is no connection 
between demographic research and the needs of society, it 
follows that taxpayers probably should not support such work. 
Academic work must maintain some connection with efforts to 
improve human well-being if we want the public to take respon-
sibility for supporting that work.

A fourth reason for doing public demography is that, when it is 
done well, it can increase awareness of our scientific work and 
lead to a better understanding of it. That increased awareness 
and understanding may, at least indirectly, increase the odds that 
our work will receive support.

Like most of us, the directors of the population-related fed-
eral agencies have too much to read. Send them reprints of 
research articles and it is unlikely that they will find time to read 
them. But write an article for the Washington Post’s “Sunday 
Outlook” section on a demographic topic, say the role of grand-
parents in promoting school attendance in poor families, and 
you will be quoted at some of the agencies’ Monday morning 
senior staff meetings. The directors have to be aware of what’s 
in the popular media in part because a newspaper article is 
likely to be read by members of Congress or their staffs and 
may lead to a phone call from a member’s office. With different 
details, the same probably is true at the major foundations. In 
short, public demography is likely to get more attention from 
funders than the details of scientific work. 

Some people argue that policymakers and public officials have 
a responsibility to ask for data and analysis on the issues they 
are considering.14 That may be the case and it may sometimes 
happen, but that does not lessen the need or the opportunity for 
public demography.
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How to Do Public Demography
Until the past decade or so, an op-ed article in major national news-
papers such as the New York Times or the Washington Post was 
the best, most visible, most influential public demography outcome 
possible. However, David Brooks, a principal occupant of the New 
York Times’ op-ed page, has compared the newspaper industry to 
whaling.15 That judgment is confirmed by a cartoon in the Chronicle 
of Higher Education that pictured two young people walking past 
a newsstand. One says, “Beats me. It’s yesterday’s news, it’s hard 
copy, and you have to pay for it.”16 

The means of doing public demography are radically different, and 
much more far-reaching, than they were in the recent past. Public 
demography will be done on the Web, in blogs, and with podcasts. 
These new formats make this is a particularly exciting time to do 
public demography. Of course, there is a hierarchy among outlets 
in terms of coverage, reach, audience, and impact that needs to be 
taken into account by those doing public demography. There are 
many sources of good advice about how to get the public’s attention, 
including university press offices.17

Impact, of course, is not guaranteed. To get started it helps to have an 
element of wishful thinking. A dose of optimism is an asset for working 
on public demography as it is for writing scientific articles. One thinks 
that a well-placed story will have a significant impact; typically that 
is not the case. But the impact can still be significant, the audience 
large, and the need substantial. The influential New York Times’ col-
umnist James Reston titled a collection of his columns Sketches in the 
Sand to illustrate their transitory character.18 Amateurs aren’t the only 
ones ignored. But before you get disheartened, look at the citation 
rates of scientific articles in second-tier journals. You will find work not 
remembered but apparently not much read in the first place.19

Objections
Some dispute how important public demography should be in the 
daily lives of university faculty or other population professionals. 
Simply put, many population scientists regard public demography as 
a waste of time. Public demography takes time, energy, and perhaps 
other resources away from the important work of producing peer-
reviewed scientific research. There are also complaints about public 
demography leading to declining standards, politicization, and the 
introduction of extraneous values into population research.

Public demography should not get in the way of good academic 
or scientific demography. Building a body of demographic knowl-
edge should not be inhibited by the commitments involved in public 
demography. There is nothing in the effort to communicate to 
the public that diminishes the canons of science. Nor does pub-
lic demography imply that one’s work need not win respect and 
approval from the community of scholars. Public demography show-
cases, but does not substitute for, our research. There is no good 
public demography without there being good demography first.

Public demography is not a moral or ideological crusade, or a call 
to dumb down science or dilute complex findings with the sauce of 
simplicity. 20 As Douglas Massey notes, “One does a disservice to 
one’s cause…by basing an argument on shoddy research that is not 

scientifically defensible.”21 Andrew Cherlin argues that, “Public dis-
cussions [of issues that concern demographers] are played out in a 
troubling pattern in which one extreme position is debated in relation 
to the opposite extreme.”22 Public demography can help correct that 
flaw and encourage more measured and data-based debate. 

To be successful in the public sphere requires skills that can 
improve one’s scholarship. The writing must be clear, and it helps 
to have a story. Public demography rewards the sharply focused 
article with a personal voice that is well suited to both quantitative 
and qualitative data.

Much of demographers’ time is taken up by meetings, committee 
work, teaching, preparation for classes, and mentoring and guiding 
students. These activities leave little time for research, and research 
and publication are the criteria for promotion for many population 
specialists. So the question is how to reward public demography? I 
think there is a prior question, namely: how to ensure that those who 
engage in public demography are not punished. 

In spite of my own enthusiasm, if I were advising a young assistant 
professor at a university in the United States, I would say hold off on 
your public role because it is very likely that someone on the tenure 
committee in your department will think ill of you for spending your 
time on these ventures. Especially for young scholars, the opportunity 
costs of public demography can be high. Tenure decisions, merit 
increases, and research grants are contingent on the opinions of 
your professional colleagues. But for those for whom tenure is not a 
concern, I encourage you to use some space around the edges of 
your work to explain it to the public that supports it and could benefit 
from understanding more of it. 

Scientific research and publication are the sine qua non of the popu-
lation sciences. I don’t want to morph (the distinguished American 
demographer) Ron Freedman into (New York Times foreign affairs 
columnist) Tom Friedman. Instead, I want to remind you of Freed-
man’s contribution to public demography, illustrated by those Voice of 
America lectures, and encourage you to emulate that effort.
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