
16.5 SkillBuilder: Interpreting a cartogram
16.5.1 Tell me
What is a cartogram?
A cartogram is a diagrammatic map; that is, it looks like a map but is not a map as we usually know it.
These maps use a single feature, such as population, to work out the shape and size of a country. Therefore,
a country is shown in its relative location but its shape and size may be distorted. Cartograms are generally
used to show information about populations and social and economic features.

Why is a cartogram useful?
Cartograms show value by area, allowing patterns to become obvious that are not identifiable on traditional
maps. Computers have made the development of cartograms easy. Programs such as Worldmapper provide
a range of cartograms. You will find these diagrammatic maps fascinating, and each readily signifies the
importance of a feature in a country.

Cartograms are useful for:• comparing statistical country data quickly and easily• representing the proportion of a feature in a country• identifying regional differences• identifying global differences.
A good interpretation of a cartogram:• identifies patterns• identifies the countries that appear largest and those that appear smallest• clearly represents and communicates the data.

16.5.2 Show me
How to interpret a cartogram
Mo del
The FIGURE 1 cartogram or proportional map shows the estimated distribution of the world’s population
in 2050. It is evident that the greatest proportion of the world’s population is expected to live in Africa
and Asia as these mapped countries are distorted larger than their size on a standard world map. It is also
evident that regions in South America, North America and South-East Asia are not expected to see massive
population growth. Australia is distorted to be smaller than it is on a standard world map, indicating that
population is not expected to grow too much here.
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FIGURE 1 Cartogram showing estimated world population, 2050

Source: Spatial Vision

You  will need:• a cartogram• an atlas.

Pro cedure:
To interpret a cartogram, you need a computer-drawn cartogram such as FIGURE 1. These can be found on
the internet at sites such as Worldmapper.

ST EP 1
Read the title and make sure that the meaning of the terms is clear to you. In FIGURE 1, the world’s
population in 2050 is mapped.

STE P 2
Study the cartogram, looking for the largest and the smallest shapes on it. With your knowledge of the
world map, or by using an atlas, identify those countries and continents that are distorted in size and shape.
For example, in FIGURE 1, Africa and Asia are expanded, indicating a large estimated growth in population,
but Australia has almost disappeared, indicating a small expected growth in population.

FIGURE 2 shows an ordinary map of the world with a cartogram superimposed on it.
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FIGURE 2 Cartogram of the world’s population in 2050 superimposed on a world map

Source: Spatial Vision

STEP 3
Interpreting the cartogram requires a description of the interconnection between the feature that has been
mapped and the proportional size of a country.

Look for these aspects:• countries that appear larger• countries that appear smaller• countries and continents whose shapes have been distorted.
Write a few sentences describing the feature mapped, as has been done in the ‘Model’ paragraph.

Video eLesson Interpreting a cartogram (eles-1757)

Interactivity Interpreting a cartogram (int-3375)
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16.5.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

16.5 ACTIVITIES
1. Study the FIGURE 3 cartogram, which shows the proportion of the world’s population living on less than

US$1.25 per day. Write a description of the countries in which people live on less than a dollar a day. Use
the checklist to ensure you have covered all aspects of the task.

FIGURE 3 The proportion of the world’s population living on less than US $1.25 per day

Source: The World Bank: Poverty headcount ratio at $1.25 a day PPP % of population: World Development Indicators.

2. Referring to FIGURE 3, apply your skills to answer the following questions.
(a) Which continent is the enlarged shape at the centre of the map?
(b) How has the shape of Australia been distorted? What does this tell us about the number of people living

on less than a dollar a day in Australia?
(c) Which other continents have been reduced in size by the cartogram?
(d) Which continents have the most countries that have been enlarged by the cartogram? What does this

say about the poverty levels in those countries?
(e) How do you think this map might be changed by 2030?

Checklist
I have:
• identified patterns
• identified the countries that appear largest and those that appear smallest
• clearly represented and communicated the data.
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