
Introduction: Is Geographic Knowledge in
Decline?
Too often the acquisition of basic geographical knowledge
(where countries are on the map, the names of state
capitals, etc.) is treated as nothing more than trivia. This
would be fair if this knowledge had no direct bearing on
the understanding of real world issues. As David Lambert,
Chief Executive of the Geographical Association, pointed
out, this knowledge is far from trivial, but helps us ‘make
sense of the world and face vital issues such as climate
change, energy, food production, the “war on terror”,
water and poverty’. His point was quoted in relation to a
survey reported in The Guardian1 that showed that a third
of British adults believed that Mt Everest is in Europe.

The survey The World We Live In, sponsored by
ESRI (UK),2 was part of National Geographic’s
Geography Awareness Week and GIS Day (14 November
2007). The results showed that over two thirds of the
public (68 percent) did not know how many countries
make up Great Britain, and half (51 percent) believed that
English was the most spoken language in the world. Rita
Gardner, Director of the Royal Geographical Society,
noted that the survey;

raises some questions about how engaged people are
with the many geographical issues in the wider world
and about geographical factual knowledge […]. In
the coming years climate change, food and water
security will differ in their effects in different places
across the world, further exacerbating world
tensions. Geography lies at the heart of
understanding, predicting and helping to find
solutions to those challenges, and to natural disasters
such as hurricanes, many of which transcend national
boundaries.

This and other surveys suggested that the public are
becoming less geographically literate. A study in 2006, for
example, showed that many young Americans have poor
geographic knowledge (National Geographic–Roper,
2006): 

Americans are far from alone in the world, but from
the perspective of many young Americans, we might
as well be. Most young adults between the ages of 18
and 24 demonstrate a limited understanding of the
world, and they place insufficient importance on the
basic geographic skills that might enhance their
knowledge. (Emphasis in the original.)

Only 37 per cent of young Americans could find Iraq on a
map, despite the fact that U.S. troops have been there since
2003. Of the 510 respondents, 20 per cent placed Sudan in
Asia and half could not find New York on a map. The
survey involved ‘face-to-face’ interviews (December 2005
– January 2006) conducted by Roper Public Affairs and
Media, among a nationwide sample of adults age 18–24,
weighted by sex and age.

Should geographers and cartographers be worried? Is
geographic information being sufficiently well presented?
Given the points made by Lambert and Gardiner above, it
is clear that geographic knowledge is essential to public
understanding of a range of key environmental and
political issues and that geographic education cannot be
neglected. The research reported in this paper is largely
concerned with the link between key geopolitical events
and the importance of cartography in the news media. As
Monmonier (1989) reminds us ‘[…] the news media are
society’s most significant cartographic gatekeeper and its
most influential geographic educator’. The impact of news
media cartography will need to be considered in any
research on public understanding of geographic
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knowledge of contemporary environmental and political
issues. 

Places in the News – Geopolitics and
News Media Mapping
This paper presents the results and findings from a survey
(December 2008) of the geographical knowledge of first
year (Level 1) undergraduates taking geography as part or
all of their degree programme at Canterbury Christ Church
University (UK). The survey was undertaken as part of a
larger, ongoing and comprehensive study of maps in the
UK quality ‘press’, and replicated and extended a survey
undertaken by the author with the comparable student year
group in 1999 (Vujakovic, 1999a). 

In both surveys the students were required to name
countries on a blank map covering central and Eastern
Europe (extended to include areas of the Middle East and
southern Asia in the second survey). The map was
produced in black and white, showing only coastlines and
international land boundaries. In both cases familiar states
bordering the regions of interest were included to provide
context (e.g. Italy, Germany, and India in the later
survey3). Both studies were aimed at understanding
student’s knowledge of geopolitically significant regions
and their constituent states, which had featured in the news
during the months prior to the survey. 

The earlier survey, involving 47 students, took place
in late 1999, following NATO intervention in Yugoslavia.
During the first seven months of that year 30.6 per cent of
all the maps (n=1128) published in the UK quality press
(daily papers) were related to international politics, the
majority to conflict (28.4 per cent) (Vujakovic, 2000;
2002). 25.3 per cent of all maps were related to the Kosovo
crisis and Balkan region; with the figure rising from 10.7
per cent in January, to 54.7 per cent in April, at the height
of NATO bombardment of Yugoslavia.

The second survey, involved 31 students. The
student survey was designed to supplement a month-long
survey of maps in the UK quality ‘press’ (daily and Sunday
papers) during August 2008 (Vujakovic, forthcoming),
covering the key period of Russia’s military intervention in
Georgia during the South Ossetia crisis. Reporting and
mapping of British military operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan, and a number of other international issues
(e.g. separatist terrorist attacks in China, Israeli-
Palestinian issues), were also significant during this
period. During August 33 per cent of all maps (n=227)
were related to international politics, of which the majority
were linked to conflicts or territorial disputes. Just under a
quarter (23.3 per cent) of all the maps were related to
Russia’s activities in Georgia and/or its geopolitical
relationships with Poland and the Ukraine. 18 per cent of
the maps covered issues relating to the region containing
Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Israel, and Afghanistan. Turkey was
often included in maps concerned with the crisis in the
Caucasus due to the importance of energy pipelines
running through the region.

The aim of the student survey was not, however, to
make direct comparisons with the levels or quality of
mapping in the ‘press’, but to provide a general
understanding of the recognition of levels that places in the
news had gained during the period. While many students
admit that they did not regularly read the quality press,
similar levels of coverage were provided by television
news, which most students quote as their main source for
information on international affairs.

Geographical Knowledge: Key
Geopolitical Fracture Zones
The areas covered by the two surveys contain several key
geopolitical fracture zones; Eastern Europe, and the
Balkans, and in the second survey, the Middle East, the
Caucasus region, and parts of central and southern Asia.
These regions have been zones of geopolitical instability
for centuries, but have featured heavily in the news since
the break-up of both the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia in
the 1990s (Vujakovic, 1993; 1999b)

The 1999 survey showed that the students have a
very limited understanding of the geography of the
Balkans despite major news coverage, but it also showed
their general knowledge of the geography of Europe was
limited. While Germany received reasonably high
recognition score at 87 per cent, other important states,
such as Russia, Greece, and Turkey, were incorrectly
identified or left blank by nearly a third of students (Table
1). Ex-Soviet states fared very poorly, ranging from, at
best, 17 per cent for Estonia to none for Moldova (Table
2). In Eastern Europe, Poland fared best, but was still only
recognized by half the students. In the Balkans only four
students correctly identified Serbia (Table 3) despite the
heavy coverage on the NATO bombings of Belgrade, in
both the press and television news. Only five students were
able to place Belgrade in Serbia, and only one with any
accuracy (Vujakovic, 1999). Only four students were able
to locate Kosovo within Serbia, although most did identify
its location within the broader Balkan zone.

The 2008 cohort’s knowledge of key European states
(Table 1) was must improved. Both Russia and Germany
were identified correctly by almost all students, and there
were major improvements for Greece and Turkey.

Central and Eastern Europe fared much better than
ten years previously, with a large increase in most states’
recognition factor (Table 2) – this may indicate better
awareness created by the accession of new European states
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Table 1: Percentage of students identifying key European
states correctly

State 1999 2008

Germany 87 94
Russia 68 97
Greece 62 74
Turkey 60 81



into the European Union and the widespread coverage of
issues linked to economic migration to the UK from these
states. Only Hungary saw a decline in recognition, which
may be to do with its ambiguous position within the
region; it has neither a distinctive outline nor does it border
a country with a high recognition factor (e.g. Germany).
Only two students incorrectly identified it, with the rest
leaving it blank. 

The Balkans, however, generally remained poorly
understood, with some declines in recognition – Serbia
and Montenegro faring badly (Table 3). Croatia, possibly
because of its very distinct shape, does best in both
surveys. Macedonia and Albania’s high recognition in
2008 are interesting. The region is particularly complex
historically and geographically, and part of the problem of
recognition comes from a lack of the territorial units
involved. Vujakovic (2000) has shown that the news media
have had some trouble in representing this region clearly,
often confusing the territorial units involved; for example,
Kosovo was treated in several instances as if it were of the
same legal status as Montenegro during the period prior to
the final break-up of Yugoslavia.

The 2008 survey involved a slightly larger
geographic area to cover states that had recently received
major news coverage related to geopolitical issues. The
results for three key states, Iraq, Iran and Israel are shown
in Table 4. Some caution should be applied in making a

comparison between the results as the National
Geographic Society study was much larger (510) and
included a wider educational range of respondents.

These results are concerning given the fact that UK
troops have been actively engaged in Iraq and Afghanistan
for over half a decade and the region is regularly covered
in the news. While a few students muddled Iran and Iraq,
etc., this was not a major issue – many simply did not label
these states on the map. The result for Israel is particularly
surprising, especially given the very high recognition of
neighbouring Egypt. Israel is often in the news, and maps
abound showing the disputed territories, but its poor
recognition factor in both the UK and US surveys may
well be due to its small size on the map. Israel is
potentially perceived as a strong regional power, but given
that its is less than a tenth of the UK’s land area, and 3 per
cent of Texas, it may create confusion for the respondents
when shown as a relatively small territory on a map
covering the whole of Europe and the Middle East. If it
were shown as a larger entity within its local regional
setting, its recognition factor might well increase. The
impact of territorial size on recognition at a variety of map
scales would be worth exploring.

The South Caucasus region, despite the high level of
coverage of the conflict in Georgia during August 2008,
was poorly recognized by the students. Georgia itself was
recognized correctly by only 6 per cent of the students,
with Azerbaijan also receiving 6 per cent. If allowance is
made for some confusion between the Caucasian states
(including Armenia) and naming a territory with any one
of the three names is accepted, then the level of
recognition still only rises to 22 per cent overall. 80 per
cent of students simply left Georgia blank. This is of
concern given the potential importance of the region for
energy security.

While the surveys were linked to awareness of
geopolitical regions in the news, there is no sense in which
the news media are seen as the only influence on
geographic knowledge. A range of other cultural factors
will be involved,4 including students’ travel experiences,
family links, and wider educational background. It is not
possible to treat this issue in detail here, as the potential
complexities in understanding the role of news maps, and
maps and atlases in general, in generating geographic
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Table 2: Percentage of students identifying central and
eastern European states correctly (NB those states which
have joined the EU since 1999, are shown with date of
accession)

State 1999 2008

Poland (2004) 51 84
Estonia (2004) 17 45
Latvia (2004) 11 35
Lithuania (2004) 6 26
Czech Rep. (2004) 23 39
Slovak Rep. (2004) 19 29
Hungary (2004) 21 19
Romania (2007) 13 23
Bulgaria (2007) 6 26
Ukraine 15 35
Belarus 4 16
Moldova 0 10

Table 3: Percentage of students identifying Balkan states
correctly

State 1999 2008

Croatia 15 19
Serbia 9 6
Bosnia 9 7
Montenegro 6 3
Macedonia 4 13
Albania 6 26

Table 4: Percentage of US adults (18–24) and UK students
identifying key Middle East states correctly on a map

State US (2006) US (2008)

Israel 25 25
Egypt N/A 77
Jordan N/A 16
Iran 26 32
Iraq 37 55
Afghanistan N/A 35
Pakistan N/A 48



awareness are immense. However, maps will remain the
prime means by which people transmit and receive spatial
information and there are clearly implications for
cartography that emerge from the surveys and these are
discussed below.

Cartography in the News and Recognition
Some potentially interesting cartographic issues arise from
the results, both in terms of developing the news media
research project and for broader map design. It is clear,
that if, as Mark Monmonier (1989) suggests, the news
media are society’s most influential geographic educator,
then the quality of the maps produced must have some
direct bearing on geographic knowledge. 

The August 2008 ‘press’ survey was in part designed
as a pilot for a repeat of a larger survey in 2009 (to provide
a ten year comparison with the 1999 project). Some
lessons have already been learned, for example, in the
earlier study, a distinction was made only between black
and white and colour maps, but it now becomes clear that
a third category is important – maps which have clearly
been designed to be reproduced in colour, but have been
allocated to black and white pages at the editorial stage.
These maps are much less effective communicators than
maps specifically designed to be on a black and white
page. The degraded images that result may impact on map
legibility.

One area that needs exploration is the effectiveness
of the small regional locator maps that often accompany
the main news map. These place a state or group of states
within their wider, often continental setting. This should
improve geographic knowledge, but many of the main
maps are just a column wide, and the locators can be less
than a centimetre in width and height. The key set of states
is then shown in a box within this very small locator
making it very difficult to extract any really useful
information. 

Another area which needs some exploration is the
use of oblique maps and complex hybrid maps based on
satellite imagery. These can look interesting, but can
provide confusing images. These are now often used in TV
news maps, as well as some ‘press’ images. These can be
characterized as part of the move to ‘info-tainment’ rather
than clear educational graphics, in which ‘slick’, fast
moving graphics takes precedent over clear information
delivery.

Conclusion
The results as a whole must be treated with a little care, as
the intention of both surveys was essentially to provide
background information for a detailed study of news
media maps. Also, the numbers of students involved are
small. It does, however, suggests that a more systematic
survey would be rewarding and of interest to those of us
who teach geography or produce maps. We must also
suppose (but this should also be tested) that these students

will have a greater interest in maps and geography than
other students or the more general public, so we might
expect lower levels of general geographic knowledge in
these groups. It would also be interesting to undertake a
study in which the individual’s responses could be more
closely linked to exposure to news maps and other
geographic information. Cartography certainly matters,
but we need to know more about the role maps play in
understanding our views of the world.
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Notes
1. ‘One in three think Everest is in Europe as survey

reveals poor geographical knowledge’ The Guardian,
14 Nov 2007
(http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2007/nov/14/uknews4.
mainsection – accessed 28/12/08)

2. Online survey conducted in November 2007 for ESRI
(UK) by Your Say Pays, operated by The Leadership
Factor, which researches customer satisfaction data
(http://www.esriuk.com/aboutesriuk/pressreleases.asp?
pid=556 – accessed 23/12/08).

3. India was the only state in either survey which was
named on the map itself. Key European states with
highly distinctive coastlines (e.g. Italy) provided
context in the first survey. The extension of the map to
include southern Asia did not allow for more than a
small part of India to be included and labelled to
provide context.

4. When the author noted with some surprise that
Kazakhstan received a relatively high recognition rate
in the 2008 survey (29 per cent), especially when
compared, for example with Israel (25 per cent), his
twenty-one year old son suggested the ‘Borat factor’;
i.e., that many young people will be aware of
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Kazakhstan through exposure to Borat! Cultural
Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious
Nation of Kazakhstan, a 2006 ‘mockumentary’ film
starring Sacha Baron Cohen (well-known for his Ali G
character). Whether this is true or not, it does point to
the potential complexities in trying to understand the
role of news media maps, and maps and atlases in
general, in generating geographic awareness.
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