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ABSTRACT Much of what we know about the intel lec tual land scape of anglo phone 
demog ra phy comes from two sources: sub jec tive nar ra tives authored by lead ers in the 
field, whose reviews and obser va tions are derived from their research expe ri ence and 
field-spe cific knowl edge; and pro fes sional his to ries cov er ing the field’s foun da tional 
con tro ver sies, which tend to focus on indi vid u als, insti tu tions, and influ ence. Here we 
use bib lio graphic infor ma tion from all  arti cles published in the three lead ing jour nals 
of anglo phone demog ra phy—Demography, Population Studies, and Population and 
Development Review—to sur vey the chang ing con tours of anglo phone demog ra phy’s 
key research areas over the past 70 years. We char ac ter ize the field of demog ra phy by 
apply ing a two-pronged, data-grounded approach from the soci ol ogy of sci ence. The 
first uses nat u ral lan guage processing that lets the sub stance of the field emerge from 
the con tents of pub li ca tion records and applies social net work ana ly ses to iden tify 
groups of papers that talk about the same thing. The sec ond uses bibliometric tools to 
cap ture the “con ver sa tions” of demog ra phy with other dis ci plines. Our goals are to (1) 
iden tify the pri mary top ics of demog ra phy since the dis ci pline first gained prom i nence 
as an orga nized field; (2) assess changes in the field’s intel lec tual cohe sion and the top-
i cal areas that have grown or shrunk; and (3) exam ine how demog ra phers place their 
work in rela tion ship to other dis ci plines, the vis i bil ity and influ ence of demo graphic 
research in the broader sci en tific lit er a ture, and the cross-dis ci plin ary trans la tional 
reach of demo graphic research. Results pro vide a dynamic view of the field’s sci en tific 
devel op ment in the sec ond half of the twen ti eth cen tury and the first two decades of 
the twenty-first cen tury.

KEY WORDS Demography • Population stud ies • Social net works anal y sis •  
Bibliographic anal y sis • Computational meth ods

Introduction

Since its ori gins as an orga nized sci en tific field in research and train ing more than  
70 years ago (Caselli 2002; Merchant 2021), the field of demog ra phy con vened 
around clearly defined top ics and meth ods, focused on accu rate mea sure ment and the 
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faith ful rep re sen ta tion of the rela tion ship between vital rates and changes in aggre-
gate pop u la tion struc tures. The bound aries of the field have since shifted. Demog-
raphy has morphed into a mul ti dis ci plin ary field concerned with interpreting and 
explaining the indi vid ual- and macro-level causes and con se quences of pop u la tion 
change and struc tures and apply ing the o ries and ana ly ses that span life stages and 
mul ti ple gen er a tions linked by interconnected events and envi ron ments.

The chang ing bound aries of demog ra phy have spurred semiregular assess ments. One 
impor tant source of knowl edge about the field comes from his to ri ans who have cata-
logued demog ra phy’s foun da tional period and the webs of peo ple, power, and ideas that 
under pin sev eral of its key con tro ver sies, such as its close ties with eugen ics research 
(Ramsden 2002, 2003), engage ment with the birth con trol move ment (McCann 1999), 
and the devel op ment of the notion of a “pop u la tion bomb” from long-run ning mer can til-
ist ver sus Mal thu sian debates about the con se quences of pop u la tion growth (Merchant 
2021). These his to ries tend to focus on indi vid u als, insti tu tions, and influ ence. They use 
archi val research, per sonal cor re spon dence, con tem po ra ne ous and ret ro spec tive inter-
views, and the published lit er a ture to chart the “whos, whats, and whys” behind key 
moments in the field’s foun da tion and its early fault lines of debate. As his to ries, these 
works tend to focus on the period before 1950, when the field’s pro fes sional iden tity 
coa lesced and its intel lec tual stand ing became rel a tively solid i fied. A par tial excep tion 
to these efforts are recent com pu ta tional text ana ly ses (Merchant 2017; Merchant and 
Alexander 2022), which trace both the his tor i cal pro cesses under pin ning the field’s 
foun da tion (e.g., funding sources and the cre a tion of pop u la tion cen ters, pro fes sional 
asso ci a tions, and jour nals) as well as how the con cerns of funders were reflected in the 
types of schol ar ship published in the 1915–1984 period and beyond.

Assessments of more recently published work come pri mar ily from self-reflec tion 
by mem bers of the com mu nity of demog ra phers. In these efforts, peo ple and places 
fig ure strongly, but much of the focus rests on the evo lu tion of the field’s intel lec tual 
tra di tions—and, bucking the con straints of pro fes sional his to ri ans, many of these 
assess ments con sider what they see as the field’s future. Earlier con cerns focused on 
demog ra phy’s narrowing scope: that it might con tract to its “accoun tancy core, with 
behav ioral excur sions governed wholly by sur vey datasets and pack ages of sta tis ti cal 
soft ware” (McNicoll 1992:414), and that efforts to estab lish itself as a stand-alone, 
“aca dem i cally rec og nized inde pen dent dis ci pline” (Demeny 1988) might lead to 
diminishing con ver sa tions with other dis ci plines. These con cerns have given way to 
a pre oc cu pa tion with what some per ceive to be an ero sion of the core of demog ra phy, 
moti vated by a shift in funding focus for pop u la tion research (Lee 2001) and loss of 
dis ci plin ary integ rity (McNicoll 2007). This view that demog ra phy has aban doned its 
core was sum ma rized by Lee (2001:1) in a panel pre sen ta tion on Micro–Macro Issues 
at the 2001 annual meet ing of the Population Association of America: “There is less 
aggre gate level (macro) anal y sis and more indi vid ual level (micro) anal y sis. There is 
less empha sis on pro cess and dynam ics, and more empha sis on indi vid ual deci sions 
about demo graphic behav ior. There is less for mal demog ra phy, and more data anal-
y sis. There is much less funding of aggre gate demog ra phy and for mal demog ra phy, 
and much more funding of micro level empir i cal stud ies.” Fears were also voiced that 
demog ra phy’s frag men ta tion into dif fer ent objects of research, lev els and meth ods of 
anal y sis, and explan a tory fac tors may lead to com part men tal i za tion (Tabutin 2007), 
leav ing the dis ci pline with out an inte grated research pro gram.
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We pro pose an alter na tive view that con sid ers demog ra phy as a suc cess ful 
research pro gram (or pro gres sive, see Lakatos 1978)1 as opposed to a disintegrating 
or fragmented research pro gram. According to this view, demog ra phy is orga nized 
around a set of rules, prop o si tions (its math e mat i cal appa ra tus), and heu ris tics result-
ing in the con struc tion of mod els whereby new evi dence high lights reg u lar i ties as 
well as anom a lies, lead ing to the inte gra tion of new expec ta tions with ear lier ones 
and, ulti mately, to the devel op ment of more com pre hen sive the o ries. If viewed from 
this van tage point, demog ra phy can be con sid ered a pro gram that has succeeded in 
pre serv ing its core while benefit ing from the avail abil ity of new empir i cal evi dence 
dis tilled from a grow ing vari ety of data sources and facil i tated by the advan ta geous 
encroach ment from and con ver sa tion with the allied dis ci plines. This infu sion of new 
data and dis ci plin ary per spec tives has enabled new ana ly ses of the pro cesses of indi-
vid ual deci sion-mak ing and behav iors across time and space, the devel op ment of 
more com pre hen sive the o ries that pre dict new reg u lar i ties and new facts, and the 
open ing up of new oppor tu ni ties for sci en tific advance ment. This expla na tion pro vi-
des a more dynamic view of our field’s sci en tific devel op ment in the sec ond half of 
the twen ti eth cen tury and the first two decades of the twenty-first cen tury.

These dif fer ent views and per cep tions moti vate ques tions regard ing the devel-
op ment and cur rent intel lec tual bound aries of the field. Has demog ra phy become 
topically more disintegrated? Has the core of demog ra phy truly eroded? Have demog-
ra phy’s dis ci plin ary bound aries become more porous? To what extent has demog ra-
phy relied on knowl edge from other dis ci plines, or breached the bound aries of other 
dis ci plines? What do these shifts imply for the influ ence and rel e vance of demog ra-
phy in the broader sci en tific com mu nity?

Much of what we know about the intel lec tual evo lu tion of demog ra phy in recent 
decades comes from sub jec tive nar ra tives authored by lead ers in the field, whose 
reviews and obser va tions are grounded in broad knowl edge of the field. For instance, 
expla na tions of changes in the field point to the col lec tion of increas ingly com plex, 
often lon gi tu di nal or exper i men tal study designs and new mea sure ment tech niques 
that have increased the depth and breadth of what demog ra phers can speak to with 
the data avail  able (McNicoll 2007). This growth in the com plex ity of data sets and 
ana ly ses was made pos si ble by “changes in the tech nol ogy avail  able for infor ma tion 
processing” (Chasteland et al. 2004; Crimmins 1993:579). Whereas some empha size 
the role of more data and more sophis ti cated meth ods, oth ers focus on insti tu tional 
driv ers. Some have noted that, because demog ra phy is a small field “lacking secu rity 
in aca demic struc tures, [it has been par tic u larly] sen si tive to demand fac tors includ-
ing those asso ci ated with per ceived pop u la tion prob lems” (Preston 1993:593) and the 
pri or i ties of funding agencies (Mor gan and Lynch 2001; Tabutin 2007). Historical  
work shows that such fac tors played an out sized role in the field’s foun da tion 
(McCann 2016; Merchant 2015, 2021) and deter mined the rel a tive space afforded 
to cer tain ideas in its early intel lec tual tra di tions (Merchant 2017). Others have 
noted that the evo lu tion and expan sion of the field have occurred in con junc tion with  

1 Lakatos’s prin ci ples of a pro gres sive research pro gram were applied by Lesthaeghe (1997) to explain 
the evo lu tion of demo graphic the o ries of fer til ity, by O’Rand (1992) to explain the early devel op ment and 
dif fu sion of game the ory in the quan ti ta tive social sci ences, and by Weintraub (1985) to high light the role 
of gen eral equi lib rium anal y sis in the growth of eco nomic knowl edge.
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devel op ments in other dis ci plines (soci ol ogy, eco nom ics, epi de mi  ol ogy), in the sense 
that demog ra phy, as a pro duc tive field, has enhanced its core by draw ing its the o ret i-
cal and inter pre ta tive bag gage from these allied dis ci plines while apply ing its unique 
demo graphic tool kit to ideas gen er ated in these dis ci plines (Goldman 2002; Palloni 
2002). These pro cesses have spurred the emer gence of new ana lytic approaches, lev-
els of anal y sis, and top ics in demo graphic research.

Earlier quan ti ta tive assess ments of changes in demog ra phy’s land scape in terms 
of top ics, num ber, and gen der com po si tion of authors of papers published in demog-
ra phy’s key intel lec tual out lets have relied on con tent ana ly ses of decades of arti-
cles grouped into predefined and well-rec og nized sub fields (e.g., mor tal ity, fer til ity, 
fam ily, migra tion, meth ods) according to cod ing schemes that use a mod i fied ver-
sion of the field’s con ven tional sub ject head ings (Teachman et al. 1993) or assign 
papers to sub ject areas based on lists of key words (Krapf et al. 2016). Other ana ly ses 
have relied on large demog ra phy paper corpuses and com pu ta tional modes of tex tual 
anal y sis, such as Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA)—com monly described as topic  
mod el ing—that ascribe to top ics com mon vocab u lar ies shared by papers and track 
the prev a lence of a prespecified num ber of top ics across jour nals or fields (e.g.,  
Merchant 2017; Mills and Rahal 2021). These prior stud ies have focused pri mar ily 
on bounded his tor i cal peri ods (e.g., the ear lier decades of the field’s evo lu tion), ques-
tions about the field’s polit i cal and pol icy engage ment, or a sin gle jour nal. Similarly, 
stud ies that have relied on bibliometric approaches to exam ine the pat tern of demo-
graphic knowl edge dis sem i na tion have cap tured only a short snap shot of time (e.g., 
1991–1995, see van Dalen and Henkens 1999).

In this arti cle, we com ple ment prior work with a broad over view of the devel-
op ing intel lec tual struc ture of the field over the past 70 years by exam in ing what is 
published in the field’s lead ing out lets that con sti tute the intel lec tual home base of 
many anglo phone demog ra phers, tem po ral changes in the field’s core top ics, and the 
field’s engage ment with other sci en tific com mu ni ties over time. We rely on a large 
cor pus of demog ra phy papers and a two-pronged, “bot tom-up” approach from the 
soci ol ogy of sci ence. We first use a com bi na tion of nat u ral lan guage processing and 
social net work anal y sis tools that describe the top i cal con tours of the field by let ting 
clus ters of papers emerge from the sub stance and con tents of pub li ca tions records 
with out the need to pre spec ify the num ber of topic clus ters. We then use bibliometric 
tools to cap ture demog ra phers’ sci en tific con ver sa tions with other dis ci plines and the 
influ ence of the knowl edge pro duced by demog ra phy jour nals on the sci en tific com-
mu nity (e.g., Boyack 2004; van Dalen and Henkens 1999).

Our goal is to focus pri mar ily on papers’ con tent in order to (1) iden tify the pri-
mary top ics of anglo phone demog ra phy after the field first established its key intel-
lec tual out lets and gained prom i nence as an orga nized field, with spe cial atten tion 
to how the field is orga nized into core and noncore areas; and (2) assess changes in 
the field’s intel lec tual cohe sion, the top i cal areas that have grown or shrunk, and the 
expan sion of the bound aries of demog ra phy. We then con sider demog ra phers’ con-
ver sa tions with other dis ci plines by focus ing on (3) demog ra phers’ reli ance on the 
allied dis ci plines with an anal y sis of cita tions in the ref er ence lists of demog ra phy 
papers; (4) the influ ence of demog ra phy’s knowl edge on the broad sci en tific lit er a-
ture with an anal y sis of cita tions received by demog ra phy papers; and (5) time trends 
of where demog ra phers work ing in the core areas place their pub li ca tions out side of 
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the leading demography out lets as one means to assess demog ra phers’ com mu ni ca tion 
with their sci en tific peers and demog ra phy’s cross-dis ci plin ary and trans la tional reach.

Data

Our ana ly ses gen er al ize to pub li ca tions in the three lead ing jour nals of demog ra phy 
that together span the last seven decades of anglo phone demog ra phy. Our main cor pus 
con sists of all  arti cles published in Demography, Population Studies, and Population 
and Development Review (PDR) between the year of a jour nal’s first issue through the 
last issue of 2020, exclud ing com ments, replies, and book reviews. While demog ra phy 
as a field emerged from inter dis ci plin ary efforts in the first half of the twen ti eth cen tury 
(Merchant 2017, 2021), our focus is on the period when the field established its key out-
lets of intel lec tual and schol arly com mu ni ca tion. Population Studies is the oldest of the 
three, established in 1947 with funds from the Rockefeller Foundation. The Population 
Association of America established its flag ship jour nal, Demography, in 1964, with a 
grant from the Ford Foundation. Population and Development Review was established in 
1975 and became an out let for demo graphic stud ies that did not fit the tra di tional mold. 
At the time of its founding by the Population Council, Population and Development 
Review devoted con sid er ably less space to quan ti ta tive and for mal ana ly ses than did 
either of the other two jour nals (Merchant 2015:577). These three jour nals offer the lon-
gest, con tin u ous cov er age of the last 70 years of anglo phone demog ra phy pub li ca tions. 
They have been rec og nized as the triad defin ing the field of pop u la tion research in terms 
of cita tions to and from other demog ra phy jour nals dur ing the 1990s (van Dalen and 
Henkens 1999:247) and, as jour nals spe cifi  cally concerned with demog ra phy, they have 
maintained the highest impact fac tors of all  demog ra phy jour nals dur ing the first two 
decades of the twenty-first cen tury, according to Journal Citation Reports.2

Most papers in our cor pus were downloaded from JSTOR (5,767 pub li ca tions) 
and updated for the most recent issues or supplemented with ear lier paper records 
from the Web of Science (WoS) abstract and cita tion data base, yield ing a total of  
6,252 papers published between 1947 and 2020.

To assess how demog ra phers posi tion their work with respect to other dis ci plines, 
we rely on out-cita tions (i.e., cita tions from papers published in the three jour nals con-
sid ered) drawn from ref er ence lists in the papers in our cor pus. These lists pro vide an 
indi ca tion of the influ ence of other dis ci plines on demog ra phy. Citations also form the 

2 The choice of these three jour nals nota bly excludes two anglo phone jour nals spe cifi  cally concerned 
with demog ra phy. Population Index, established in 1937 as a ref er ence tool, also han dled a small num ber 
of papers, mainly on demo graphic meth ods, but it ceased pub li ca tion in 1999. Demographic Research is 
a monthly open-access online jour nal published by the Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research 
that started pub li ca tion only in 1999. The cor pus of papers we ana lyze is also nec es sar ily smaller than 
the increas ingly diverse uni verse of demog ra phy pub li ca tions, and it rep re sents a declin ing frac tion of all   
arti cles in demog ra phy jour nals according to the Web of Science (WoS) sub ject cat e gory. This decline—
from 100% in 1950, when Population Studies was the only demog ra phy jour nal indexed by WoS, to about 
70% in the mid-1960s, 25% in the 1970–1990 period, and 12% in the 2010s—has coin cided with a trans-
for ma tion in the for mat of jour nals into dig i tal ver sions and a growth in the num ber of titles, many of which 
are on spe cial ized pop u la tion top ics, and is con sis tent with over all changes in jour nal pub lish ing since the 
late 1960s but espe cially since the 1990s (Tenopir and King 2014).
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most vis i ble source of rec og ni tion in sci ence and can be used to gauge the influ ence of 
demog ra phy in the sci en tific com mu nity. To assess this influ ence, we use mea sures based 
on the crude cita tion counts to our cor pus drawn from the WoS. Because jour nals are a 
chief venue of schol arly com mu ni ca tion across dis ci plines, we also eval u ate demog ra-
phers’ com mu ni ca tion with their sci en tific peers by searching for demog ra phers’ papers 
published in out lets out side of the three lead ing jour nals. To con duct this search, we use 
Scopus instead of WoS because it allows for the auto matic retrieval of authors’ pub li ca-
tions through a ded i cated appli ca tion pro gram ming inter face (API) (rather than hav ing 
to do it man u ally in WoS) that matches an author’s name and affil i a tion to a unique 
author ID, reduc ing the ambi gu ity name prob lem. We limit this search to con tem po rary 
demog ra phers who have published at least two papers on core demog ra phy top ics3 in 
our three lead ing anglo phone demog ra phy jour nals over the last three decades. Of the 
5,387 authors of papers in our paper cor pus, 486 unique authors published at least two 
papers on core demog ra phy top ics since 1990 and authored a total of 23,456 unique arti-
cles published across a mul ti tude of out lets between Jan u ary 1990 and Novem ber 2021. 
This period coin cides with the expo nen tial increase in dig i tal jour nals, many of which 
are open access, a shift that may have con trib uted not only to grow ing com mu ni ca tions 
of authors of demog ra phy papers with their sci en tific peers but also to the dif fu sion, 
appli ca tion, and trans la tion of demo graphic tools and ana lytic approaches.

Methods

Topical Structure of Demography

To iden tify top ics in demog ra phy, we use text-net work mod els (Bail 2016; Moody and 
Light 2006) to build and then clus ter a net work of papers linked by sim i lar terms. The 
first step is to pre pro cess the text con tent (abstract, title, key words) of each arti cle to 
iden tify sub stan tively mean ing ful terms. This involves remov ing words that have lit tle 
sub stan tive mean ing based on part of speech and tak ing advan tage of a com mon English-
lan guage stop words list aug mented with cor pus-spe cific, noninformative terms. We then 
use a nat u ral lan guage processing tool that com bines deriv a tive terms to a com mon par-
ent term (i.e., “mar riages” → “mar riage”) and auto mat i cally identifies noun groups (such 
as “birth order” or “demo graphic tran si tion”), enti ties (“National Institutes of Health”), 
and proper names (“Gabon”). Each par ent term is then weighted according to the “term-
fre quency, inverse-doc u ment fre quency” scheme (Spärck Jones 1972), which dis counts 
terms that are com mon in a cor pus. Each paper is thus reduced to a vec tor of weighted 
counts of terms. The sim i lar ity score for each pair of papers is then cal cu lated as the 
cosine sim i lar ity of the two vec tors. Two papers that use the same set of terms will have a 
cosine sim i lar ity score of 1, while those with no overlapping terms will have a score of 0.

We cre ate a net work from these sim i lar ity scores linking papers to each other using 
a min i mum cosine sim i lar ity of .25. Because text net works tend to be very dense, it 

3 Core demog ra phy top ics refer to top ics on the tech ni cal and for mal aspects of demog ra phy, the col lec-
tion and eval u a tion of demo graphic data, and the deter mi nants and con se quences of changes in pop u la tion 
size and struc tures. These are some of the top ics uncov ered by our text-net work ana ly ses described in the 
fol low ing Methods and Results sec tions.
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is com mon to use a “back bone” pro ce dure to high light the most con se quen tial edges 
(Bail 2016). We do this by selecting edges (the source and the tar get of a link between 
two papers) such that they are within the top-15 most heavily weighted links for one 
of the papers. The weight of the link between each paper is defined by the sum of 
the term fre quency–inverse doc u ment fre quency for the overlapping terms. We then 
clus ter the net work using the Louvain com mu nity detec tion algo rithm (Blondel et al. 
2008), applied recur sively to large clus ters and implemented in the Pajek net work 
visu al i za tion sys tem. These clus ters form the top ics we study.

Labeling clus ters is done through our read ing of the most com mon heavily 
weighted terms (e.g., fer til ity/fam ily/size/fam ily size/pref er ences/desires → “Number  
of Children”; health/mor tal ity/old/age → “Health and Aging”) and of the cen tral 
papers in each cluster. We visu ally inspect each clus ter for obvi ous sub clus ters and, 
when found, we force a sec ond split. To avoid small idi o syn cratic clus ters, we dis cuss 
only those with at least a dozen papers.

To visu al ize the results, we con struct two-dimen sional maps of the topic space 
by apply ing a net work lay out rou tine (Fruchterman and Reingold 1991) that places 
nodes (or papers) near each other if they share many neigh bors.4 Because large dense 
net works are dif fi cult to see as tra di tional point-and-line dia grams, we over lay a con-
tour map that reflects paper den sity in the topic space (Light 2014; Moody 2004; 
Moody and Light 2006, 2020). In gen eral, the loca tions of top ics with respect to one 
another reflect shared con tent. This map allows us to qual i ta tively aug ment the for mal 
anal y sis by iden ti fy ing sets of papers that form the top i cal core of a clus ter so that 
top ics that are sim i lar to each other are close to each other in the lay out space. How-
ever, because any two-dimen sional visu al i za tion of an n-dimen sional space inher-
ently dis torts the infor ma tion, such link ages are gen er ally approx i mate. Figure S1 
in the online sup ple ment walks through an exam ple of this pro cess (all  fig ures and 
tables des ig nated with an “S” are avail  able in the online sup ple ment).

Demographers’ Conversations With Other Disciplines: Citations by and to Our Corpus

We use the ref er ences in each paper’s bib li og ra phy to iden tify which jour nals are 
cited by each paper. We then code these cited jour nals by dis ci pline to char ac ter ize 
the inter dis ci plin ary nature of work that our cor pus authors draw on. We then mea sure 
dis ci plin ary het ero ge ne ity each year as

 Disciplinary Heterogeneity Score = 1−
rd
R

⎛
⎝⎜

⎞
⎠⎟

2

,d∑  (1)

where R is the total num ber of matched ref er ences in our cor pus, rd is the num-
ber of ref er ences to dis ci pline d (demog ra phy, eco nom ics, soci ol ogy, all  other  
dis ci plines, according to the WoS broad sub ject categories), and the sum ma tion is 
over all  dis ci plines.5

4 Substantively, the Fruchterman–Rheingold approach on a weighted net work is very sim i lar to a met ric 
mul ti di men sional scal ing.
5 This excludes cita tions to books or jour nals not indexed by WoS.
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To exam ine how demog ra phers posi tion their work with respect to demog ra phy’s 
main allied dis ci plines, we con struct a within-paper pro por tional bal ance score, 
which cap tures the pro por tional bal ance of ref er ences to the major ity allied dis ci-
pline (e.g., soci ol ogy or eco nom ics). For each paper in our cor pus that cites either a 
soci ol ogy jour nal (s) or an eco nom ics jour nal (e), we cal cu late the pro por tion of their 
ref er ences to each. We then apply

 

Balance =

Pe = Ps,                         0

Pe > Ps , −1 Pe / Pe + Ps( )( )
.Pe < Ps,     Ps / Pe + Ps( )( )

⎧

⎨
⎪
⎪

⎩
⎪
⎪

 

(2)

To eval u ate dif fer ences in dis ci plin ary foun da tions of each topic, we model the dis ci-
plin ary dis tri bu tion of papers as

 logit 
rd, i
Ri

⎛
⎝⎜

⎞
⎠⎟

 = β0 + β1Topici + β2Yeari + β3 Journali + β4 
rdem,i
Ri

⎛
⎝⎜

⎞
⎠⎟

 

 + β5 Ri + β6Yeari × Journali + εi, (3)

where i indexes papers in our cor pus, rd,i refers to a paper’s ref er ences to dis ci pline 
d (eco nom ics or soci ol ogy), rdem,i refers to ref er ences to demog ra phy jour nals, Ri 
refers to all  ref er ences in a paper, and Yeari × Journali is an inter ac tion term between 
year and jour nal (Demography, Population Studies, or Population and Development 
Review) to cap ture jour nal-spe cific time trends of a paper’s reli ance on eco nom ics 
or soci ol ogy ref er ences. The logis tic trans for ma tion of the pro por tion bounds model 
pre dic tions to stay within 0,1.

To assess the influ ence of the knowl edge pro duced by papers in our cor pus, we 
esti mate a neg a tive bino mial model6 of the count of WoS cita tions (in any jour nals 
indexed by WoS) to paper i, which can be writ ten as

 Yi = β0 + β1Clusteri + β2Yeari + β3 Journali + β4 Yeari2 + εi, (4)

where Yi is the count of WoS cita tions to paper i and Yeari2  is a qua dratic func tion, 
which is needed to cap ture the typ i cal pat tern of a cita tion count’s increase and then 
decline after a paper’s pub li ca tion.7

Demographers’ Papers in Outlets Outside of Demography

After iden ti fy ing a list of con tem po rary demog ra phers who published at least two 
papers since 1990 on core demog ra phy top ics that have emerged from the text-net work  

6 We have tested zero-inflated ver sions as well with lit tle sub stan tive dif fer ence.
7 This approach addresses con cerns about cita tions “aging” and the pros and cons of short (e.g., 2–3 years) 
and long cita tion win dows (Aksnes et al. 2019; Wang 2013).
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mod els (i.e., the top ics below the diag o nal in Figure 1), we use the Scopus Author 
Search API to retrieve each author’s unique Scopus ID by matching first name, last 
name, and author’s affil i a tion. We then use the Scopus Author Retrieval API to obtain 
the jour nal pub li ca tions of each of these authors in the sci en tific lit er a ture uni verse 
indexed by Scopus and pro vide counts of pub li ca tions by jour nal and decade. Names 
in the data base were man u ally har mo nized for hom onyms, errors in the order of 
last and first names (fre quently found with Chi nese trans lit er ated names), and name 
changes. Publications for ambig u ous names were checked using Google Scholar, 
JSTOR, or an author’s online CV to ensure author matches.

Results

Topical Structure of Demography

The con tour map of demog ra phy’s intel lec tual land scape as mod eled from our text-
net work ana ly ses is shown in Figure 1. Underlying this map is a net work consisting 
of 6,252 papers, connected by edges indi cat ing high lev els of topic co-term sim i lar-
ity. The map dis plays 35 iden ti fied topic clus ters, each with 12 or more papers, that 

Fig. 1 Demography intellectual landscape from leading anglophone journals, 1947–2020. Contour rep-
resents 6,252 papers published in Demography, Population and Development Review, and Population 
Studies between 1947 and 2020. Below the diagonal line lies work mostly on technical and formal aspects 
of demography, including the collection and evaluation of demographic data, and the determinants and 
consequences of demographic change; above the diagonal is work mostly on topics that can be classified 
as social and behavioral demography.
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emerged from the data. The topol ogy of this topic net work resem bles a ring struc ture 
with mul ti ple topic-cen tered “peaks”—indi cated by darker shad ing and gen er ated 
by the num ber of asso ci ated papers—joined at their periph ery to neigh bor ing top ics.

Because the net work visu al i za tion lay out we use posi tions papers that talk about 
sim i lar things close to each other, phys i cal prox im ity in this lay out space sug gests 
sub stan tive inter re la tions not only among papers but also among top ics. Cardinal 
or ordi nal ori en ta tions do not mat ter (i.e., the map could be rotated 45 degrees, 180 
degrees, or any other amount and the mean ings would not change), although we use 
direc tional descrip tions based on the fig ure’s lay out to draw atten tion to spe cific areas.

Face validity is good, with top ics famil iar to demog ra phers. The highest (most 
densely pop u lated) peak con sists of work related to the “Demographic Transition.” 
It is surrounded by the smaller clus ters “Child Mortality,” “Political Demography,” 
and “Population Policy.” To the west of “Population Policy” is “China,” which 
mostly con sists of papers on China’s fer til ity decline, and next to “China” is “Family  
Planning.” This lat ter clus ter is close to work on the other prox i mate deter mi nants 
of fer til ity and bio met ric mod els of fer til ity (e.g., “Abortion,” “Birth Intervals,” 
“Fecundability,” and “Birth Spacing”; see Menken 1975). In the south of the map, we 
see “Life Expectancy and Longevity,” which is close to “Mortality Transition” and 
“Demographic Techniques”; the lat ter clus ter con sists of work on the col lec tion and 
eval u a tion of demo graphic data and mor tal ity esti ma tion tech niques. “Demographic 
Techniques” is close to work on the for mal, the o ret i cal aspects of the dynam ics of 
pop u la tion change labeled “Mathematical Demography.”

To the east of “Demographic Techniques” is “Population Growth,” which con-
sists of appli ca tions of the demo graphic tool kit to pop u la tion growth mod els and the 
con se quences of pop u la tion change (eco nomic devel op ment and cli mate change). 
“Health and Aging”—consisting of work on health dif fer en tials, dis abil ity, risk fac-
tors of health and sur vival, and early pre cur sors of adult health and dis ease—is just 
north of “Population Growth” and east of “Demographic Transition.” Moving to the 
far east of the map across a val ley, we find work on “Migration” (inter na tional and 
inter nal) next to “Immigration” and “Racial Segregation,” the nat u ral prox im ity of 
the lat ter two clus ters owing to work on res i den tial seg re ga tion and immi gra tion. In 
the north east, we find “Child Well-being” (consisting of work on the effects of paren-
tal char ac ter is tics, behav iors, and inputs on child out comes), which links to work 
on, mov ing coun ter clock wise, “Households and Living Arrangements,” “Divorce,” 
“Marriage and Cohabitation,” “Marriage Patterns,” “Number of Children,” “Income 
and Poverty,” “Education,” and “Women’s Labor Force Participation.” In the far 
north, linking to “Marriage and Cohabitation,” is the small but dis tinct topic of 
“Same-Sex Families.”8

8 Co-word sim i lar ity map ping does not come with out chal lenges and lim i ta tions. For exam ple, the clus ters 
labeled “Africa” and “HIV/AIDS” result from two splits, where the first split included work on fer til ity 
in Africa, HIV and fer til ity, and the behav ioral deter mi nants of HIV trans mis sion, and the sec ond split 
resulted in two sub stan tively dis tinct clus ters on fer til ity and its behav ioral deter mi nants in Africa (labeled 
“Africa”) and the behav ioral deter mi nants of HIV/AIDS trans mis sion (labeled “HIV/AIDS”). In terms 
of lim i ta tions, the loca tion of the “Sex Ratio” clus ter in the same region as the “Africa” clus ter is due to 
terms like “sex” and “sex ual behav ior” being shared by these clus ters, which draws the two clus ters close 
to each other.
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It is impor tant to note that the rel a tive posi tion of clus ters in this map is deter-
mined by the entire pop u la tion of papers in our cor pus span ning mul ti ple decades. 
This broad time frame gives us a good over view of the field over the past seven 
decades, allowing us to smooth over one-time phe nom ena such as spe cial issues in 
jour nals. Had we disaggregated our text-net work ana ly ses by decade, or were we, in 
the future, to add the net work of papers published in later years, we would have/will 
observe(d) shifts in the rel a tive posi tion of clus ters and the emer gence or dis ap pear-
ance of clus ters because nodes in the graph move as links between papers change.

After inspec tion of the cen tral papers in each clus ter, we man u ally traced a roughly 
diag o nal line from the northwest to the south east of the top i cal land scape portrayed 
in Figure 1. Below this diag o nal is mostly work on the tech ni cal and for mal aspects 
of demog ra phy, the col lec tion and eval u a tion of demo graphic data, and the deter-
mi nants and con se quences of demo graphic change. These top ics are regarded by 
insid ers as the “core” of demog ra phy (Lee 2001; Mor gan and Lynch 2001; Preston 
1993) and empha size macro-level ana ly ses and dynamic mod els of vital rates and 
pop u la tion struc tures. Above the diag o nal are largely top ics that can be clas si fied 
as social and behav ioral demog ra phy, includ ing work that empha sizes the com po-
si tional var i ables of pop u la tion (race and eth nic ity, occu pa tion, mar i tal sta tus, and 
liv ing arrange ments), the micro-level deter mi nants of demo graphic behav iors, the 
rela tion ship between demog ra phy and inequal ity, paren tal inputs and child out-
comes, fam ily stud ies, and migra tion; how ever, work on pop u la tion-level ana ly ses 
and dynamic inter ac tions of pop u la tion pro cesses, such as migra tion, fer til ity, and the 
evo lu tion of house hold struc ture, which might be con sid ered “core” demog ra phy, is 
also found in a few clus ters above the diag o nal (e.g., “Number of Children,” “House-
holds and Living Arrangements”). Topics above the diag o nal rely on the per spec tives 
of demog ra phy’s allied dis ci plines, pri mar ily soci ol ogy and eco nom ics. “HIV/AIDS” 
and “Health and Aging,” found just above the diag o nal, are top ics that pri mar ily 
focus on health and ill ness and often rely on epi de mi o log i cal per spec tives.

Topical cov er age is diverse in anglo phone demog ra phy, with our larg est topic— 
“Demographic Transition”—containing only 9% of papers. The next larg est clus ters 
are “Demographic Techniques,” “Population Growth,” “Migration,” “Number of Chil-
dren,” “Life Expectancy and Longevity,” “Family Planning,” and “Racial Segrega-
tion,” each account ing for between 5% and 6% of all  pub li ca tions, while all  remaining 
top ics rep re sent less than 5% each. The full dis tri bu tion of top ics is shown in Figure S2.

The Ebbs and Flows of Topics in Demography

The evo lu tion of demog ra phy as seen in the pages of the three lead ing anglo phone 
jour nals is char ac ter ized by exter nal driv ers and demand fac tors—for exam ple, early 
U.S. Cold War pol icy-mak ing needs and the mis sion of pri vate funders to advance 
research on fam ily plan ning, followed by pub lic funding agencies seek ing to address 
emerg ing social prob lems through research and inter ven tion (Demeny 1988; Merchant  
2017; Merchant and Alexander 2022; Mor gan and Lynch 2001; Preston 1993)—but 
also by the appli ca tion of the demo graphic approach to new top ics, as well as by 
demog ra phy’s con ver sa tions with the allied dis ci plines offer ing new oppor tu ni ties 
for advance ment. These fac tors have enabled an expan sion in the top i cal breadth 
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of demog ra phy, intro duced dis ci plin ary het ero ge ne ity in the train ing of pop u la tion 
research ers, and led to a growth in the vol ume of arti cles published in the lead ing 
anglo phone demog ra phy jour nals. The vol ume of arti cles published each year in 
these jour nals has increased, with more papers published in recent decades, a trend 
that is dom i nated by Demography. While the num ber of arti cles in Demography in 
the 2010s is more than dou ble that in the 1980s, the vol ume of arti cles in the other 
two jour nals has remained more or less sta ble between 1980 and 2020. As a result, in 
the 2010s, Demography arti cles account for 60% of the arti cles in our cor pus, up from 
40% in the 1980s. A visu al i za tion of the grow ing vol ume of arti cles scattered across 
the land scape is shown in Figure S3.

Figure 2 illus trates the per cent age of papers published in each decade by topic 
clus ter.9 If we con sider dom i nant top ics those that rep re sent more than 5% of all  
papers in a given decade, we see that in ear lier decades the dom i nant top ics were 
“Demographic Techniques,” “Demographic Transition,” “Population Growth,” and 
“Family Planning,”10 while in the last two decades the dom i nant top ics were “Child 
Well-being,” “Health and Aging,” “Life Expectancy and Longevity,” “Migration,” 
and “Racial Segregation.” “Demographic Transition” and “Number of Children” 
have maintained dom i nant posi tions through out the decades, pos si bly owing to 
the per sis tent prom i nence of the for mer topic with recent and cur rent work on late- 
tran si tional soci e ties and, for the lat ter topic, with research concerned with small fam-
ily size replacing research concerned with large fam ily size.

When we group each jour nal’s pub li ca tions into demog ra phy core top ics (clus ters 
below the diag o nal line in Figure 1) and com pare this group with social and behav-
ioral demog ra phy top ics (clus ters above the diag o nal line), we find that the trend has 
shifted in favor of the lat ter group. In the 1960s, the ratio of papers on core demog-
ra phy top ics to papers on social and behav ioral demog ra phy across all  three jour nals 
was about 2:1, while in the 2010s it was close to 1:2. This shift is largely driven by an 
expan sion in the count of papers on social and behav ioral demog ra phy top ics rather 
than by a reduc tion in the num ber of papers on core demog ra phy top ics, suggesting 
com ple men tar ity rather than com pe ti tion. Although the three jour nals are trending in 
the same direc tion, Demography dom i na tes this trend with a sig nifi  cant expan sion in 
the count of published papers on social and behav ioral demog ra phy, espe cially after 
2010. (Counts and ratios by decade are shown graph i cally in Figure S4.)

Figure 3 depicts the tem po ral dis tri bu tion of each topic. We see that the dis tri-
bu tion of pub li ca tions on sev eral core demog ra phy top ics is rel a tively even across 
decades, with the excep tion of papers on “Fecundability,” “Birth Intervals,”  
“Abortion,” “Birth Spacing,” “Family Planning,” “Demographic Techniques,” and 
“Mathematical Demography,” which appear more often in the 1960s, 1970s, and 
1980s, and papers on “Life Expectancy and Longevity,” which appear more often in 
the 2000s and 2010s. Papers on this burgeoning topic rely heavily on the meth ods and 
mate ri als of demog ra phy. Among the social and behav ioral demog ra phy top ics, most 

9 The 2010 decade in Figures 2, 3, 7, S3, S4, and S6 includes one extra year, 2010 to 2020 inclu sive.
10 The dom i nant posi tion of papers on fam ily plan ning, pop u la tion growth, and num ber of chil dren in the 
1960s and 1970s reflects the field’s pre oc cu pa tion with over pop u la tion and its close ties to U.S. Cold War 
pol icy needs of pop u la tion con trol (Demeny 1988), includ ing a 1968 spe cial issue of Demography devoted 
to “Progress and Problems of Fertility Control Around the World” (Merchant 2015).
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papers on “Same-Sex Families,” “Child Well-being,” “Racial Segregation,” “Educa-
tion,” “Health and Aging,” and “HIV/AIDS” were published since 2000, while the 
major ity of papers on clas sic social demog ra phy top ics (“Occupational Mobility,” 
“Status of Women”) were published in ear lier decades.

In sum, as represented in the three lead ing jour nals of anglo phone demog ra phy, 
sci en tific pro duc tion in demog ra phy dur ing the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s was con cen-
trated on the tech ni cal aspects of demog ra phy, the demo graphic tran si tion, the mor-
tal ity tran si tion, pop u la tion growth, bio met ric mod els of fer til ity, fam ily plan ning, 
and the other prox i mate deter mi nants of fer til ity. In the 1990s, the top i cal struc ture of 
demog ra phy became more expan sive, but this trend is most vis i ble in the 2000s and 
2010s. Papers on the core top ics of demog ra phy that are best addressed by macro- 
level ana ly ses and uti lize demog ra phy’s tool kit are still get ting published, with the 
core meth od ol ogy of demog ra phy being applied to increas ingly prominent top ics 
such as “Life Expectancy and Longevity,” which ben e fit from its adop tion. However, 
over the 2000s and 2010s, these jour nals, with Demography in the lead, have increas-
ingly cov ered top ics that inte grate demo graphic approaches with the o ries, mod els, 
and mea sure ment of indi vid ual behav ior grounded in the allied dis ci plines and made 
pos si ble by the col lec tion of increas ingly com plex, often lon gi tu di nal data that inte-
grate bio so cial per spec tives. During this period, these jour nals have also fea tured 
papers on “Health and Aging” and “HIV/AIDS” that bridge the gap between demog-
ra phy’s empha sis on mor tal ity mea sure ment and dis tri bu tion and epi de mi  ol ogy’s 
empha sis on risk fac tors and the dis ease pro cess lead ing to death.

Citation Patterns in Reference Lists of Papers in Our Corpus

The changes in the top i cal com po si tion of the paper cor pus we exam ined sug gest 
demog ra phy’s expanding bound aries and spheres of inter est. Next, we ana lyze the 
lists of ref er ences in our cor pus to assess the intel lec tual influ ence of the allied dis ci-
plines on demog ra phy.

Scholars pub lish ing in the lead ing demog ra phy jour nals have been expan sive in 
their cita tion prac tices, with a strong lin ear trend in the num ber of papers ref er enced 
(from an aver age of about 20 per paper in the 1950s to nearly 60 now), a trend also 
observed across other dis ci plines (Moody et al. 2022; Petersen et al. 2019). As might 
be expected given the over all increase in cita tions over time, cita tions have also 
become more het ero ge neous with respect to dis ci plines, with the het ero ge ne ity score 
intro duced in Eq. (1) increas ing lin e arly from just over .7 in 1950 to about .9 in 2020 
(a graphic rep re sen ta tion of this trend is shown in Figure S5).

According to the sub ject areas indexed by WoS, the top three dis ci plin ary areas 
cited by papers in Demography, Population Studies, and Population and Development 
Review are Demography, Economics, and Sociology, followed by Public/Environ-
mental/Occupational Health or Public Health,11 Family Studies (includes jour nals 
focused on research on fam i lies, chil dren, and ado les cents), and Medicine12 (for a full 

11 Citations include Amer i can Journal of Epidemiology, Amer i can Journal of Public Health, Social 
Science and Medicine, BMC Public Health, etc.
12 Citations include The Lancet, BMJ, JAMA, New England Journal of Medicine, Journal of the Amer i can 
Medical Association, Annals of Internal Medicine, etc.
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rank ing of cita tions by sub ject area see Table S1). The rank-order of cited dis ci plin ary 
jour nals has changed over time. With demog ra phy jour nals always at the top, soci ol-
ogy and eco nom ics jour nals have traded places for the sec ond and third spots. Previ-
ously highly cited dis ci plines have fallen in rank ing (e.g., Probability and Statistics), 
and by 2000, cita tions to Public Health and Family Studies jour nals have solid i fied 
their posi tions in fourth and fifth place, respec tively (see Figure S6).

With an increase in the num bers of papers and cita tions, over all dis ci plin ary het-
ero ge ne ity would increase even if indi vid ual papers cite exclu sively one dis ci pline. 
To address within-paper dis ci plin ary het ero ge ne ity, Figure 4 plots the dis tri bu tion 
of papers pooled across all  years according to the pro por tional bal ance score intro-
duced in Eq. (2). On the left are papers where eco nom ics cites exceed soci ol ogy 
cites, and on the right are papers where soci ol ogy cites exceed eco nom ics cites. 
There is evi dence for dis ci plin ary par tial ity in papers that cite soci ol ogy but also 
in papers that cite eco nom ics; that is, the pro por tion of papers with all  or most 
cita tions to soci ol ogy (i.e., those with a pro por tional bal ance score between 1 and 
.5) or to eco nom ics (pro por tional bal ance score between ‒1 and ‒.5) is higher than 
the pro por tion of papers with bal anced cita tions (those with a pro por tional bal ance 
score of 0). However, the pro por tion of papers that cite eco nom ics but not soci ol ogy 
(pro por tional bal ance score of ‒1) is much smaller than the pro por tion of papers 
that cite soci ol ogy but not eco nom ics (pro por tional bal ance score of 1). After all , 
econ o mists who pub lish in demog ra phy jour nals are enter ing a field dom i nated by 
schol ars trained in soci ol ogy, because the major ity of demog ra phy pro grams rely 

Fig. 4 Distribution of papers by the proportional balance score. The absolute value of the score is calcu-
lated as (proportion in the majority) / (proportion sociology + proportion economics). The sign is negative 
if economics is in the majority, and positive if sociology is in the majority.
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heavily on soci ol ogy coursework or are embed ded in soci ol ogy depart ments, and 
so they forgo their own dis ci plin ary norm of cit ing exclu sively within eco nom ics 
(Fourcade et al. 2015; Moody and Light 2006). It could also be that soci ol o gists 
who engage top ics that are of direct rel e vance to research in applied eco nom ics cite 
both dis ci plines or are mem bers of mul ti dis ci plin ary teams. These are hypoth e ses, 
how ever, that we can not ver ify because of the absence of infor ma tion on authors’ 
dis ci pline in our data set.

We expect papers on the core top ics of demog ra phy to cite more heavily within 
the dis ci pline, while we expect papers on social and behav ioral demog ra phy top ics 
to cite across the dis ci plines. Figure 5 plots the pro por tion of ref er ences to demog-
ra phy jour nals for each paper aver aged over all  papers within a topic clus ter. Topics 

Fig. 5 Mean proportion of references to demography journals by topic cluster. Circle size is proportional 
to the number of publications in the cluster.
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lie on a spec trum rang ing from .1 (or 10%) to more than .6 (or 60%) of the ref er-
ences in a topic’s con stit u ent papers being to demog ra phy jour nals. Topics that rely 
most heavily on demog ra phy ref er ences are tech ni cal and sub stan tive core top ics 
such as “Mathematical Demography,” “Demographic Techniques,” the bio met ric 
aspects of fer til ity, “Demographic Transition,” and clas sic top ics in social demog-
ra phy such as “Occupational Mobility” and “Status of Women.” Topics that rely the 
least on demog ra phy ref er ences are those that inter sect other dis ci plines, such as 
“Health and Aging,” “HIV/AIDS,” “Racial Segregation,” “Child Well-being,” “Edu-
cation,” “Income and Poverty,” and “Women’s Labor Force.” Other core demog ra phy  
top ics—such as “Life Expectancy and Longevity,” “Population Growth,” and “Mor-
tality Transition”—are close to the mid dle of the range.

The regres sion mod els of cita tion pat terns spec i fied in Eq. (3) help dis en tan gle 
sub field effects from growth in cita tions over time and jour nal pro cliv ity. Since these 
mod els con trol for a paper’s total num ber of ref er ences and pro por tion ate ref er ences 
to demog ra phy papers, they are mainly set to con trast a paper’s reli ance on eco-
nom ics or on soci ol ogy ref er ences com pared with demog ra phy ref er ences. Figure 6 
illus trates the pro por tions predicted from these mod els of a paper’s ref er ences to eco-
nom ics and soci ol ogy by year and jour nal (accom pa ny ing model coef fi cients are pre-
sented in Table S2). This fig ure visu al izes dif fer ences in the tem po ral cita tion trend 
across the three jour nals (with other var i ables at their means/modes). Panel a shows 
that papers published in Demography have smaller pro por tions of cita tions to eco-
nom ics early on, rel a tive to the other two jour nals, but this pro por tion and the rate at 
which it is chang ing grow over time, sur pass ing the other two jour nals. Panel b shows 
the drop over time of the pro por tion of ref er ences to soci ol ogy and, again, this trend 
is most marked for Demography. Additional results of these mod els (see Figure S7) 
indi cate that papers that rely most heavily on the eco nom ics lit er a ture are pri mar ily 
those on “Income and Poverty” and “Women’s Labor Force,” followed by “Migra-
tion,” “Population Growth,” and “Immigration.” Papers that rely more heavily on the 
soci ol ogy lit er a ture are those focused on “China,” “Divorce,” “Marriage and Cohab-
itation,” “Occupational Mobility,” and “Racial Segregation,” followed by “Demo-
graphic Transition,” “Number of Children,” “Households and Living Arrangements,” 
and “Sex Ratios.”

Citations to Papers in Our Corpus: The Visibility and Influence of Demography  
in the Scientific Literature

With demog ra phy’s expanding scope and grow ing con ver sa tions with and reli ance 
on allied dis ci plines, the ques tion then becomes one of demog ra phy’s influ ence and 
vis i bil ity in the broader sci en tific lit er a ture. Which top ics are most vis i ble in the  
sci en tific lit er a ture and are these top ics the ones that rely most heavily on allied dis-
ci plines? As with the fore go ing ana ly ses of ref er ence lists cited by papers in the top 
three anglo phone jour nals of demog ra phy, the vol ume of cita tions to papers in these 
jour nals depends on date of pub li ca tion and jour nal vis i bil ity, as well as top i cal area. 
The neg a tive bino mial regres sion model of the count of WoS cita tions in Eq. (4) pre-
dicts the num ber of times a paper in our cor pus is cited as a func tion of topic area, 
year of pub li ca tion, and jour nal and accounts for cita tion aging. Model coef fi cients 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/3/865/1952204/865m

erli.pdf by guest on 18 April 2024



883Demography’s Changing Intellectual Landscape, 1950–2020

are presented in Table S3. Figure 7 pres ents a mosaic plot of the predicted cita tion 
counts by topic. Predicted counts range from 20 or fewer cita tions (dark blue) to 60 
or more cita tions (dark red).

The papers that receive the most cita tions are those on “Child Well-being,” 
“Child Mortality,” “Education,” and “Marriage and Cohabitation,” followed by 
“HIV/AIDS,” “Divorce,” “Racial Segregation,” “Sex Ratio,” “Status of Women,” 
“Life Expectancy and Longevity,” and “Health and Aging.” Many papers on these 
top ics require the con tri bu tion of con cep tual frame works, the o ries, and mod els of 
soci ol ogy, eco nom ics, and epi de mi  ol ogy. Some (e.g., papers on “Life Expectancy 
and Longevity” and “Child Mortality”) require the appli ca tion of unique demo graphic 
tools and approaches, high light ing the demo graphic core’s trans la tional focus and the 
value of appli ca tions of demog ra phy to pop u la tion and soci e tal prob lems that are of  

Fig. 6 Predicted proportions of paper references to economics and sociology by year and journal, estimated 
from logit models of citation patterns, 1947–2020. Shading represents 95% confidence intervals. PDR = 
Population and Development Review.
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con verg ing inter est to mul ti ple dis ci plines. Despite the high vol ume of papers on 
“Population Growth” and “Demographic Techniques” appearing in the top three 
anglo phone demog ra phy jour nals, papers on these top ics are among the least pop-
u lar in terms of cita tions received, as they cover con cerns spe cific to the field of 
demog ra phy.

Where Do Demographers Working in the Core Areas Publish Outside  
of Demography Journals?

To indi cate cross-dis ci plin ary out reach and dif fu sion of papers on core demog ra phy 
top ics, we next con sider the out lets out side of the three lead ing anglo phone jour nals 
where con tem po rary core demog ra phers (i.e., authors of at least two pub li ca tions on 
core demog ra phy top ics lying below the diag o nal in Figure 1) have published their 
work over the past three decades. Figure 8 shows the top 20 jour nal out lets. It is 
clear from the fig ure that the ear lier dom i nance of Demography, Population Studies, 
and Population and Development Review has dimin ished over time, with a shift to 
pub lic health and epi de mi  ol ogy jour nals, the open-access Demographic Research 
(launched in 1999), open-access mul ti dis ci plin ary sci ence jour nals, and med i cal jour-
nals.13 Demographic Research and Social Science and Medicine rank first and third, 
respec tively, in the 2000s. The open-access mul ti dis ci plin ary jour nal Public Library 
of Science (PLoS) One, established in 2006, is the top out let for work by demog ra-
phers work ing on core demog ra phy top ics in the 2010s. At the dawn of the 2020s, 
open-access mul ti dis ci plin ary sci ence jour nals (PLoS One and PNAS) and mul ti dis-
ci plin ary med i cal jour nals (such as BMJ Open and The Lancet) rep re sent four of 
the top six out lets in which research by demog ra phers work ing on core demog ra phy 
top ics is found.

The dom i nance of out lets other than the three lead ing anglo phone demog ra phy 
jour nals is even clearer for papers published between 1990 and 2021 with “Life 
Expectancy,” “Longevity,” or “Life Span” in the arti cle title, as well as for papers 
published in 2020–2021 with “COVID-19” in the title, by our group of con tem po rary 
core demog ra phers. These are top ics that rely heavily on the appli ca tion of demo-
graphic tools, includ ing demog ra phy’s best-known ana lytic tool—the life table—and 
that appeal to a large sci en tific audi ence, high light ing the demo graphic tool kit’s 
trans la tional reach in the broader sci en tific lit er a ture (for a graphic rep re sen ta tion of 
these find ings, see Figure S8).

Discussion and Conclusions

Our results high light key fea tures of the field of demog ra phy as reflected by work 
published in demog ra phy’s three lead ing anglo phone jour nals—Demography, 
Population Studies, and Population and Development Review. From a field that first 
coa lesced around a rel a tively nar row scope, anglo phone demog ra phy has become a 

13 Demography went open access in 2020.
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broad, diverse field of research, with arti cles published in its three lead ing jour nals 
touch ing on an expan sive range of top ics. Our find ings sug gest that, over the last  
70 years, the intel lec tual land scape of anglo phone demog ra phy has broad ened and its 
sub jects have increas ingly diver si fied.

Consistent with experts’ nar ra tives, demog ra phy has expanded from an empha sis 
on core demo graphic top ics and meth ods and aggre gate-level demo graphic ana ly-
ses of the link ages between vital rates and pop u la tion struc tures to a broad focus on 
social, behav ioral, and health demog ra phy top ics that blend demo graphic think ing 
with ideas and the o ries about indi vid ual behav iors, health, and dis ease grounded in 
allied dis ci plines.

In con trast to ear lier expert nar ra tives high light ing the decline of demog ra phy’s 
core, our results sug gest a research pro gram char ac ter ized by the appli ca tion of a 
meth od o log i cal core to new top ics that ben e fit from its adop tion, and a dynamic 
exchange with allied dis ci plines that has benefited from the avail abil ity of new empir-
i cal evi dence grounded in a vari ety of new data sources. Much of the field’s growth in 
pub li ca tions (with more issues per jour nal and more papers per issue) has been nur-
tured by social, behav ioral, and health demog ra phy top ics, though not at the expense 
of core demog ra phy top ics. Although all  three jour nals are trending in the same direc-
tion, Demography, the flag ship jour nal of the Population Association of America and 
an insti tu tion representing mul ti ple dis ci plines, dom i na tes this trend, with a sig nifi -
cant expan sion of published work on social and behav ioral demog ra phy, espe cially 
dur ing the 2010–2020 period. This expan sion is healthy, suggesting that the field has 
grown its pur view while maintaining its core.

Regarding demog ra phy’s con ver sa tion with other dis ci plines, as shown by the ref-
er ence lists of the papers in our cor pus, top ics in social and behav ioral demog ra phy 
rely more strongly on demog ra phy’s closely connected dis ci plines, pri mar ily soci-
ol ogy and eco nom ics, and less on demog ra phy ref er ences. As a pro por tion of cita-
tions, ref er ences to eco nom ics jour nals are ris ing and ref er ences to soci ol ogy jour nals 
are slowly declin ing, even after con trol ling for the gen eral growth in cita tions, with 
Demography lead ing this trend.

Topics that engage with ideas cen tral to the allied dis ci plines also have higher vis i-
bil ity in the broader sci en tific lit er a ture. But it is also clear that core demog ra phy top-
ics that require the appli ca tion of unique demo graphic tools and mod els, such as “Life 
Expectancy and Longevity” and “Child Mortality,” have good vis i bil ity, as shown 
by the count of cita tions in the broader sci en tific lit er a ture to papers on these top ics.

We also exam ined where demog ra phers work ing in the core areas place their 
pub li ca tions out side of demog ra phy jour nals, show ing that open-access mul ti dis ci-
plin ary sci ence, pub lic health, and med i cal jour nals have risen to become com pet-
ing ven ues where work by demog ra phers spe cial iz ing in demog ra phy’s core top ics 
is published. Although this shift may be due to a vari ety of fac tors—for exam ple, 
demog ra phy jour nals’ edi tor biases and authors’ pref er ences to pub lish in high- 
impact jour nals with unre stricted cir cu la tion, demands on review ers’ speed, and 
shorter arti cle length—the fact that these high-impact, mul ti dis ci plin ary jour nals are 
among the main out lets where research by schol ars who con trib ute to the sta bil ity of 
core demog ra phy top ics is published is a sign of the trans la tional reach of the demo-
graphic tool kit and approach.
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Our study yields a pic ture of a top i cal net work of papers linked by ideas, not a 
social net work of authors linked by inter ac tions. What our study did not do is ana lyze 
authors’ col lab o ra tions across dis ci plines, char ac ter ize paper author ship by gen der, 
track authors’ tran si tions across top ics, or incor po rate funding sources in our ana ly-
ses. Future ana ly ses by the cur rent or other authors will allow a deeper engage ment 
with the ques tions of demog ra phy’s inte gra tion with other dis ci plines, the gen der 
com po si tion of author ship, and the role of key authors, key approaches and tools, and 
funding agencies in driv ing the struc ture of the net work and the gen er a tion of new 
top ics.

New direc tions for the field may pose more chal lenges. Whereas the num ber of 
arti cles published in the three lead ing jour nals of anglo phone demog ra phy expanded 
sig nifi  cantly over the decades of our anal y sis, leav ing room for the growth in new 
top ics with out sac ri fic ing the core, it is uncer tain whether such expan sion will con-
tinue in these jour nals. For exam ple, our anal y sis of the pub li ca tion out lets of work 
by core demog ra phers on cur rent time-sen si tive top ics—such as the mea sure ment 
and demo graphic driv ers and impacts of COVID-19 infec tion and mor tal ity that com-
mand urgency for knowl edge and inter ven tion—sug gests that the lead ing demog ra-
phy jour nals are not attracting much of the growth of appli ca tions of core demog ra phy 
approaches on these top ics. This may be more of an issue of pub li ca tion tim ing and 
demand for review ers’ speed than of open ness to new direc tions, as these jour nals 
are slow to pro duce cer ti fied knowl edge. With new capacities for dig i tal pub li ca tion, 
there may be room for the lead ing demog ra phy jour nals to cre ate more pub li ca tion 
space to accom mo date growth in new top ics of con verg ing mul ti dis ci plin ary inter est. 
Digital for mats might also allow room for a greater diver sity of arti cle types, which 
could spur more growth in new areas. The field can learn from its past in ways that 
can pre pare it bet ter for its future. ■
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