
13.3 SkillBuilder: Constructing and describing
complex choropleth maps
13.3.1 Tell me
What is a complex choropleth map?
A complex choropleth map is a map that is shaded or coloured to show the average density or concentration
of a particular feature or variable, and it shows an area in detail. The collector areas of data are smaller, so
they show the mapped information more precisely. The key or legend shows the value of each shading or
colouring. The most dense or highest concentration is usually the darkest shade. The least dense or lowest
concentration is usually the lightest shade. Average values are attached to the colour shadings in the key or
legend. In constructing your own choropleth map, you need to determine the values that relate to each shade
within a colour range.

How are complex choropleth maps useful?
A complex choropleth map is used to show values in a pictorial way. It allows the viewer to quickly identify
where the values are highest (darkest) and lowest (lightest) and to note any patterns over space. However,
the information is based on averages, and precise data is not given for a particular place or region within the
map. Areas can contain within them wide variations from the average value mapped.

Complex choropleth maps are useful for showing:• the distribution of a feature across a city or country• the extent of a feature across a region• patterns, which are indicated by the changing colours of the map• conglomerations of data in specific locations.
A good complex choropleth map:• uses a base map• has clearly determined values for each colour• uses shades within a colour spectrum• is neatly coloured• includes a clear title.
A good description of a complex choropleth map:• looks for a pattern and subtleties within a broad pattern• notes any anomalies• uses quantities• refers to the title and legend.

13.3.2 Show me
How to construct and describe a complex choropleth map

video eLesson Constructing and describing complex choropleth maps (eles-1732)

Model
The change in Sydney’s population between 2001 and 2006 has been very uneven. The areas of greatest
increase (1440 to 4780) are scattered across the city, with most found on the urban fringes.

Most areas that have experienced the greatest increase are clustered together — for example, around
Baulkham Hills, Blacktown and Parramatta in the west and north-west, and Liverpool and Campbelltown
in the south-west. There are relatively few census areas that show minimal increase (0 to 290 people).
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FIGURE 1 Population change in Sydney, 2001–06
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The areas of greatest decrease (–3200 to –690) are also scattered across the city. Most of these decreases
are found on the urban fringes, especially in the west and south-west of Sydney, between Liverpool and
Campbelltown.

The areas with the smallest change (0 to 290 increase) tend to be found in areas about 5 to 15 kilometres
from the city. Clusters are found on the north shore around Chatswood, north-east and south-east of
Parramatta, and around Penrith.

The most common kind of change is moderate decline (–690 to 0). Clusters of this change are found
around Penrith and Botany Bay, north and south-east of Hornsby, and north of Campbelltown.

You will need:• a set of data specific to a range of places• a base map to match the places• coloured pencils with a range of shades• a ruler.
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Procedure
Constructing a choropleth map:

Step 1
Select a set of data to map, and ensure that you have a base map to match the area. In FIGURE 1, the ABS
data is based on small regions across Sydney, and the base map shows the boundaries of those regions. The
ABS website will provide you with the names of these areas.

Step 2
Look at the range of data you have to plot. In FIGURE 1, there are positive and negative numbers to consider,
but this is not always the case. You should try to divide the data into approximately five categories — too
many categories will spread the data too thinly, while too few categories will show few variations in the
data. For each category, select a colour shade where the darkest colour represents the greatest value and the
lightest colour represents the lowest value. Create a key on the base map.

Step 3
Now very carefully colour all areas on the base map with the highest value. It is a good idea to go through
the list of data and colour-code each place before you begin.

Step 4
Check that the geographical conventions are complete: border, orientation, legend, title, scale and source.

Describing a choropleth map:

Step 5
To interpret the colours, you need to comment on where the deepest or most intense colours occur. Can you
discuss the map by areas? For example, in FIGURE 1 the areas of greatest change (1440 to 4780 people),
represented by a deeper colour, are scattered across the city but are most likely to be found on the urban
fringes, indicating the growth of the city’s boundaries.

Step 6
To further interpret the colours, you need to comment on where the lightest or least intense colours occur.
Can you discuss the map by areas? For example, in FIGURE 1 most of the areas that have shown only
moderate increase (0 to 290) are found 5 to 15 kilometres from the city.

Step 7
To identify a subtle change, you need to look for a change of colour within an area that is predominantly
one colour. In FIGURE 1, in the middle of the northern area of 1440 to 4780 increase, there are two census
areas that show 290 to 1440 increase.

Step 8
Are there any coloured areas that stand out from the rest? That is, is there a colour among a mass of other
colours that isn’t expected? This is called an anomaly, and needs to be discussed. Identify the place that
is different from the surrounding places. For example, there are no areas of 1440 to 4780 increase in the
Sutherland Shire, south of the river that flows into Botany Bay.

Video eLesson Constructing and describing complex choropleth maps (eles-1732)

Interactivity Constructing and describing complex choropleth maps (int-3350)

Digital doc Blackline master: Map of Africa (doc-12012)

13.3.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.
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13.3 ACTIVITIES
1. Use the data from TABLE 1 and a base map of Africa (use doc-12012 in the Resources tab) to construct a

choropleth map, then describe what is shown on your map. Use the checklist to ensure you cover all
aspects of the task.
Checklist:
In drawing a complex choropleth map, I have:
• used a base map
• included clearly determined values for each colour
• used shades within a colour spectrum
• coloured neatly
• included a clear title.
In describing a complex choropleth map, I have:

• looked for patterns and subtleties within a broad pattern
• noted the anomalies
• used quantities
• referred to the title and legend.

TABLE 1 Official development assistance to agriculture in
sub-Saharan Africa, 2010

Country (US$ million)

Angola 27

Benin 21

Botswana 1

Burkina Faso 71

Burundi 96

Cameroon 62

Cape Verde 3

Central African Republic 3

Chad 9

Comoros 2

Congo 1

Cote d’Ivoire 93

Democratic Republic of Congo 100

Eritrea 13

Ethiopia 222

Ethiopia (People’s Democratic
Republic)

28

Gabon 15

Gambia 126

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 Official development assistance to agriculture in
sub-Saharan Africa, 2010 (Continued)

Country (US$ million)

Ghana 8

Guinea 10

Guinea-Bissau 323

Kenya 0

Lesotho 36

Liberia 19

Madagascar 79

Malawi 223

Mali 11

Mauritania 0

Mauritius 72

Mozambique 14

Namibia 43

Niger 69

Nigeria 68

Rwanda 3

Sao Tome and Principe 256

Senegal 1

Seychelles 75

Sierra Leone 1

Somalia 20

South Africa 145

Sudan 6

Swaziland 36

Togo 198

Uganda 132

United Republic of Tanzania 36

Zambia 81

Zimbabwe 3

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2012, FAO,
The State of Food and Agriculture 2012, http://www.fao.org/docrep/017/i3028e/
i3028e.pdf
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2. Based on what you have learned in this SkillBuilder, apply your skills to answer the following questions.
(a) Which regions of sub-Saharan Africa receive the most agricultural assistance?
(b) Which regions of sub-Saharan Africa receive the least agricultural assistance?
(c) Which countries within southern Africa (south of 10°S) received quite different agricultural aid from that of

their neighbours?
(d) Are there any parts of the region that you think should receive more aid? Can you think of a reason why

aid might not be going to these countries?
(e) Will aid make a difference to the figures produced in 10 years’ time? Explain your answer.
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