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The context
The [coronavirus] pandemic is redefining our 
relationship with space. Not outer space, but 
physical space. Hot spots, distance, spread, 
scale, proximity. In a word: geography. 
Suddenly, we can’t stop thinking about  
where.’ (Wolman, 2020)

Health geography is the study of health and 
disease using geographical concepts and 
methods, which enables geographers to answer 
important questions about health trends. 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) has brought global 
patterns of disease to the forefront of public 
awareness. It has emphasised the crucial role 
which health geography plays in understanding 
the spatial and temporal distribution of disease 
and of risk factors for disease. Geographical 
Information Systems (GIS) can be used to map 
cases of COVID-19, and deaths from the virus, 
over space and time (Figure 1).

GIS maps enable geographers to track the 
direction and speed of the spread of COVID-19. 
They can show the impact of early detection 
methods or of medical interventions on disease 
prevalence. The importance of linking space and 
place with patterns of disease is emphasised by 
Curtis (2016):

Place and space are not merely seen as 
‘containers’ for ‘epidemiological processes’ 
(causal pathways producing health variation). 
Rather space and place contribute to processes, 
helping to constitute health variation amongst 
individuals and populations. (p. 6)

Health geography is therefore about how  
people interact with their environment and the 
possible health outcomes of these exchanges.  
For example, the spread of COVID-19 is 
influenced by how populations inhabit spaces: 
where they go, how they behave and how safe 
they feel within these spaces. This use of space 
is driven by wider political and socio-economic 
factors, such as how spaces are regulated by 
government policies and whether people are  
able, or willing, to adhere to such policies.

The longer-term impacts of COVID-19 on the 
uses and design of public space are not yet 
known. Honey-Rosés et al. (2020) explore whether 
the pandemic will refocus the design of public 
spaces on promoting health through social 
distancing. Features of this design may include 
more green spaces and fewer of Brent Toderian’s 
‘sticky streets’ – locations where people tend 
to linger (Toderian (2014), cited in Honey-Rosés 
et al. (2020), p. 11). There is already evidence 
that COVID-19 is accelerating the demise of 
high-street shops, with retailers struggling to 
recover from the economic losses of lockdown 
and reduced customer footfall. For example, in 
July 2020 John Lewis announced the closure of 
eight stores while other well-known retailers, such 
as Debenhams, have gone into administration, 
partly as a result of the pandemic.

COVID-19 has not only influenced how people 
are using spaces but when. Many workplaces have 
introduced staggered entry and exit times for 
employees to enforce social distancing; this has 
eliminated what were once ‘peak’ travel times. 

A case for the curriculum: 
health geography

Tessa uses the 
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Figure 1: An example of a GIS map of COVID-19 – this screenshot shows deaths worldwide. Source: ArcGIS Coronavirus COVID-19  
Cases V2 (Esri, 2020) – https://bit.ly/3bdOYmY 
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Other services, such as shops and restaurants, 
may offer time slots which have to be pre-
booked, or operate reduced opening hours, if 
they can open at all. For some, the pandemic has 
influenced their perceptions of space – whether or 
not they feel safe inhabiting a particular area. For 
example, as schools reopened in September 2020, 
news reports highlighted the divide between 
parents who felt confident to send their children 
back to school and those who perceived it as 
a high-risk option, even with social distancing 
measures in place (Richards, 2020).

It is interesting to consider how perceptions of 
the risk of COVID-19 are created and sustained.  
A common misperception is that the virus poses a 
higher risk if you live in a more densely populated 
city such as London. This is perhaps sustained by 
news reports quoting high death tolls in the capital, 
alongside public health maps showing high 
concentrations of deaths within cities (Figure 2).

While the data do show a large number of 
COVID-19 related deaths in London and other 
UK cities, there is limited evidence to correlate 
this to high population density. Instead, the 
concentration of deaths in cities from COVID-19 
is the result of wider socio-economic factors, such 
as ageing populations; poor access to health 
care; and existing levels of deprivation (Office for 
National Statistics (ONS), 2020). It is therefore a 
complex process to fully understand the aetiology 
(causes) of a disease and how it may spread.

Health geography is a broad topic and COVID-19 
is just one example of how geographical methods 
and concepts can be applied to better understand 
global health challenges. The Global Burden of 
Disease (GBD) project, started in 1990, aims to 
predict other, future health challenges of the 
twenty-first century. The GBD project gathers 
data on existing major diseases, as well as risk 
factors, such as unsafe drinking water, for future 
disease.

The latest GBD data set, collated in 2017, 
estimates 359 diseases and injuries and 84 risk 
factors in 195 countries and territories (Institute 
for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME), 2017). 
The data are used to create ‘epi visualization’ 
choropleth maps showing the spatial distribution 
of different diseases and risk factors (Figure 3).

The 2017 GBD data set has also been used 
to track the progress of different countries in 
reaching their Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), assessing 195 countries against 41 health 
indicators between 1990 and 2017. These trends 
are used to model future predictions of disease 
and health risk up to 2030. The pinpointing of 
who is at risk and where can be invaluable to 
policy makers, especially where development 
issues may hinder the health of a region.

The use of geographical data to assess risk in this 
way takes a pathogenic approach, examining 
what drives ill health (Bauer et al., 2006; Figure 4). 

Figure 3: Epi visualization map to show risk of disease caused by lack of handwashing facilities. Source: IHME (2019).

Figure 2: COVID-19 deaths  
in England and Wales,  
March–June 2020.  
Source: ONS (2020).
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By contrast, a salutogenic approach focuses on 
what promotes good health. Foley and Kistemann 
(2015) use a salutogenic approach to assess how 
space can enhance a population’s health, including 
mental health. They describe the positive effects 
of ‘healthy blue space’ – any space beside an 
ocean, sea, lake or river – on population health 
and wellbeing.

Teaching health geography
The importance and timeliness of teaching health 
geography is clear. Parkinson (2020) emphasises 
that the geography curriculum needs to be treated 
as a ‘continual work in progress’ (p. 9) and that 
COVID-19 will act as a catalyst for teachers to review 
their lesson content. Most A level specifications 
already require students to analyse health-related 
data, e.g. life expectancy values and infant mortality 
rates, as development indicators. However, there 
is even greater scope to embed health geography 
into classroom discussions about population 
pressures; urbanisation; migration, globalisation 
and sustainable development, using enquiry 
questions (Figure 5 and accompanying download 
with links to useful websites).

Using COVID-19 as a case study
For younger students, COVID-19 can be a topical 
case study to introduce health geography, 
although it will need to be handled sensitively. 
Questions to stimulate discussion may include:

•	 How have your experiences of COVID-19 
differed to those of your classmates?

•	 Can you explain why the virus has affected us 
in different ways?

•	 How can geography help to explain the 
differences in where and how people are/were 
affected by the virus?

•	 How might geographers use technology such 
as GIS to understand the spread of disease?

•	 Why might geographers be interested in 
studying patterns of disease?

Students could also explore how COVID-19 has 
influenced perceptions of space in their local area 
through fieldwork activities (downloads 2 and 3). 
Mental mapping is a quantitative fieldwork 
technique which allows students to collect data 
about peoples’ perceptions of space as a series  
of coloured maps. It can be a useful technqiue  
to explore the links between space and place;  
to understand peoples’ personal and collective 
experiences of places and how these may have 
changed over time.

Discovery fieldwork is another approach which 
can be used to explore perceptions of space 
following the pandemic. For this activity, students 
work in groups to record their observations of 
different spaces in their local area, presenting 
their observations as a montage of photos, with 
optional sound or film clips. It is worth noting that 
much of the richness of this activity comes from 
the process – students working together to discuss 
how spaces make them feel and recognising 
similarities or differences in their personal 
experiences of space.

New terminology
A challenge of teaching health geography is 
its complex terminology. Students will need to 
develop a new lexis, using terms such as R-rate; 
asymptomatic and symptomatic; morbidity and 
mortality; contagious and infectious. They can be 
encouraged to compile a glossary of new words 
as they come across them. Additionally, activities 
such as definition dominoes can encourage 
students to engage with new key terms (Figure 6).

This activity helps students to develop 
higher-order thinking skills by applying their 
understanding of key terms, rather than just 
acknowledging them. It encourages students to 
problem-solve if there are words they are unsure 
about; for example, they may consult with a 
partner or use a process of elimination to do the 
task. It can be helpful to review the placing of the 
dominoes as a class, before they are stuck down, 
with students working together to read out the 
domino definitions in the correct order.

Figure 5: Health geography  
– creating synoptic links.

Resources

H
E

A
LT

H
P

R
O

M
O

T
IO

N

H
E

A
LT

H
P

R
O

T
E

C
T

IO
N

Socio-ecological environment

Ananlytical perspectives on
development of health

social - ecological - economic

Individual(s)

Mental Social

Physical

ENVIRONMENTAL
DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH

INDIVIDUAL
DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH

HEALTH STATUS H
E

A
LT

H
C

A
R

E
P

R
E

V
E

N
T

IO
N

SALUTOGENISIS PATHOGENESIS

Positive health Ill health

Risk factors

Topic Enquiry questions linked to health geography

Population 
pressures

How might overpopulation affect the spread of airborne 
illnesses?

How might food shortages affect global patterns of disease?

What is the link between population demographics and the cost 
of healthcare?

Urbanisation How might urbanisation contribute to the globesity crisis?

What is the link between increasing urbanisation and risk factors 
for disease, e.g. air pollution?

Migration Why is it important to understand migration patterns for the 
provision of health care in a host/recipient country?

How might migration contribute to patterns of mental illnesses?

Globalisation How can the global flow of doctors and nurses affect patterns of 
health?

How can global branding influence peoples’ choices about diet 
and lifestyle?

Sustainable 
development

Why is good health and wellbeing so important for sustainable 
development?

How/why could an outbreak of disease hinder a country’s 
development?

What is the link between HIV/AIDs and a cycle of poverty?

Figure 4: The Health Development model – two different approaches. Source: Bauer et al. (2006).
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Dynamic data
Health geography also involves large and ever-
changing data sets. For example, a simple internet 
search for confirmed COVID-19 cases in the UK 
will bring up multiple, different totals. This can 
provide an interesting discussion point for students: 
how and where are the data collected, and are 
they reliable?

Once students have grasped the idea that 
there are large data sets, they can explore how 
geographers process data through graphical 
and visualisation tools. Datawrapper.de is a free, 
web-based tool which allows students to input 
their own data set, or use an existing data set, 
to create annotated graphs. To emphasise the 
spatial nature of data, students can also use Esri’s 
ArcGIS Online website, which plots geolocated 
data as 2-D and 3-D maps.

On Datawrapper.de, students can add colour-coded 
annotations to their graphs to explain what they 
show. These colours can be useful to distinguish 
between descriptive statements (what does the 
graph show?) and explanatory statements (why 
might this trend exist?) For extension or enrichment 
tasks, Esri’s ‘Living Atlas’ resource provides a bank 
of ready-made maps, many of which are relevant 
to health, which could also be annotated.

Conclusion
Health geography is an invaluable topic providing 
students of all ages with opportunities to explore 
large data sets and develop their analytical skills; it 
can also deepen their understanding of issues linked 
to population pressures, urbanisation, migration, 
globalisation and sustainable development. With 
disease – both the current pandemic and future 
pandemics – at the forefront of public awareness, 
this is an opportune time to explore health 
geography as part of the school curriculum.  |  TG
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