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Both density of population and proximity to man-made activities, as well as the natural environment, concentrate

risk for humans. Population density is therefore a measure of “the degree of pressure on natural resources” as well

as an indicator reflecting the level of human activity within a specific bounded landscape. Exposure to

contaminants from soil, water or air coupled with social or economic vulnerability and population density may

increase potential harm to health at a subclinical or clinical level.
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1. All-Cause Mortality

All-cause mortality was also associated with high population density (Figure 1). Spanning Europe, the United

Kingdom and the USA, five of seven all-cause mortality studies reported a consistent pattern of NCDs being

associated with high population density  (Figure 2). A high-quality multilevel study investigated

simultaneous effects of area level socioeconomic status (ALSES) and population density on mortality over a 10-

year period . They found that there was no gradient for the population density effect. Concentration of risk was

only in the most populated areas. However, in the over-50 age group, the proportion of unemployed reduced the

effect of population density. In contrast, across all levels of deprivation for British constituencies there was a

positive correlation observed between population density and mortality rates, except in the 7th–10th most deprived

deciles where there was a negative correlation . Against the overall positive trend, one study found no

association with high population density , while another described an inverse association, with ‘rural’ areas

having higher excess mortality . The higher mortality rates in low population density areas could be explained by

urban areas having better access to resources. All studies adjusted for socioeconomic status.
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Figure 1. Mortality study outcomes.

Figure 2. Cancer-specific mortality outcomes.
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2. Cause Specific Mortality

The conditions that were most consistently associated with high population density and mortality were colorectal,

gynaecological, breast, stomach, liver, oesophageal, pancreatic, head and neck, kidney cancers, all-cause cancer,

COPD and cardiovascular disease (Figure 1 and Figure 2). The NCDs that were not consistently associated with

high population density were Alzheimer’s, testicular cancer, lung cancer, brain cancer, bladder cancer, leukaemia

and general lung disease. Findings were from 14 mortality studies, indicating an association between high

population density and a range of NCDs . Findings for all the specific types of

cancer were extracted from seven studies—five high-quality and two medium-quality . Three

adjusted for socioeconomic status. For some cancers, mortality was only associated with a specific sex. For

example, one study (high-quality) from the USA reported a significant linear relationship between increasing

population density and deaths for cancers of the oral cavity and pharynx and oesophagus in men and for liver

cancer in women . The same study reported a significant association between higher population density and

higher rates of death from head and neck, kidney and pancreatic cancer in men only. For women, the same study

revealed a U-shaped pattern of mortality across population quintiles for cervical and rectal cancer . Explanations

could include metastasis from cervical to rectal sites related to delay in diagnosis, and/or level of access to health

services in these geographical areas. Another high-quality study reported an association between SES and

Ischaemic Heart Disease (IHD); mortality was much stronger in densely populated areas, with the 50–64-year-old

age group being most affected .

3. Morbidity

The NCDs that were most consistently associated with high population density and morbidity were lung, colorectal,

gynaecological, breast, stomach, liver, oesophageal, head and neck, bladder, kidney, skin cancers, all-cause

cancer, club foot and asthma (Figure 3 and Figure 4).
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Figure 3. Cancer-specific morbidity study outcomes.

Figure 4. Morbidity study outcomes.

Cancers
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Three studies consistently reported an association with high population density and high rates of breast cancer 

 (Figure 3). One study reported a significant linear association between liver cancer and increasing

population density in women but not in men . Another study reported a monotonic association between high

population density and oral cavity cancer, but only in white women . They found a significant non-monotonic

association between population density and oral cavity cancer in black men and white men, with the highest risk of

oral cavity cancer in the most densely populated quintile. They did not adjust for SES. Another study that adjusted

for SES reported a significant association between high population density and increased rates of head and neck

cancer in both men and women . One study reported a significant monotonic association in white men and

women and a non-monotonic association between population density and increased risk of stomach cancer in

black men, and no association in women .

From the USA, Ireland and Denmark, three of four studies investigating lung cancer found an association between

high population density and lung cancer incidence ; however, in contrast, one study from France reported

that incidence was higher in areas of low population density, and in men . Five studies reported on skin cancer.

A significant risk for both sexes of non-melanoma was found in urban areas for men and women . A high-quality

study found that, after adjusting for ALSES, risk of basal cell skin cancer was associated with high population

density in areas of least deprivation for both sexes. This differed for squamous cell where there was no significant

relationship with population density for men . A medium-quality study found that incidence of melanoma was

associated with living in areas of high population density and in areas of high SES. However, tumours were

diagnosed at an earlier stage in individuals living in areas of high SES rather than those from low SES areas . In

contrast, two studies observed an inverted V shaped pattern across population density quintiles for malignant

melanoma . One of these studies found that this association was only statistically significant in white men .

Asthma

Two childhood studies reported on whether there was an association between population density and asthma after

adjusting for SES . One study found that as well as the association with high population density, asthma

admission-rate variation was strongly associated with underlying differences in neighbourhood-level characteristics

. Neighbourhoods with the highest admission rates had the lowest neighbourhood SES and an aggregated

household income close to the federal poverty line. An urban study utilised census data to measure ALSES,

ethnicity, population density, proximity to pollution sources and street tree density . They reported that, as well

as the association with high population density, street tree density was highest in the most densely populated areas

and was associated with a lower prevalence of childhood asthma. The only adult study found no association

between population density and asthma incidence, but reported a significant association between income,

unemployment and asthma, with those on low incomes and unemployed at a higher risk of developing asthma .

Adjusting for age and sex, they found that asthma risk increased with age.

Club foot

One study considered population density and club foot . They found a significant positive correlation between

club foot and population density. Both club foot and population density had increased across Denmark over the
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course of the data they included in the study (16 years). Sex was also a risk marker for club foot, with boys being

significantly more likely than girls to develop club foot. Potential confounding factors such as individual or ALSES

affecting parental health were not included in the analysis.

Diabetes

As shown in Figure 4, in contrast to the above trends, only one study reported a correlation between diabetes

incidence and high population density (48). Eleven studies reported that people living in areas with low population

density were more likely to be diagnosed with type 1 diabetes (T1D) . Ten of these

11 studies had adjusted for SES, suggesting that low population density could be a useful marker for risk of type 1

diabetes. However, an Australian high-quality study using generalised additive models observed that although

increasing levels of ambient UVR led to decreasing incidence of T1D, in areas of high population density an

inverse association was observed . The relationship became null prior to increasing, with rising levels of UVR.

The authors surmised that this may be due to shading in urban areas leading to reduced UVR exposure and a

lower production of vitamin D. In contrast, another study calculated population weighted daily mean sunshine and

annual mean UVR over 25 years across England . Neither were associated with T1D incidence.

Having adjusted for physical activity, a longitudinal study of diabetes risk markers observed a decrease in post-

challenge-glucose in adults, aged 45 and over, by 3% in high density and low SES neighbourhoods. In medium

and high SES neighbourhoods, blood glucose remained stable or with no change, indicating that high population

density may be of greatest advantage for low SES individuals .

From the Northern hemisphere, a study conducted at county-level measured age, sex and ALSES indicators

annually over a 13-year period . Areas of low population density and high green index were associated with T1D

incidence. The green index included forests and grasslands and was thus differing from the definition of urban

greenspace. Another state-level study found that counties with higher percentage of rural areas were associated

with poorer health outcomes, including obesity, diabetes, premature mortality, and physical inactivity . Counties

with more grassland were associated with obesity and physical inactivity but lower levels of self-rated mental and

physical distress. Associations were smaller with population density than with their rural indicator. Findings from an

urban study revealed an association between T1D and low ALSES, but not with population density . The

proportion of green space did not attenuate this finding, suggesting that ALSES may influence health behaviours

rather than the availability of “urban” green space.

A high-quality UK study measured spatial, temporal and time interaction effects, comparing incidence of childhood

T1D and population density at small area level . Incidence rates increased over time. Lower incidence rates

were associated with more densely populated areas, deprivation and population mixing.
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