
 

 A-level Geography Knowledge Organiser
 Specialised Concept 1: CAUSALITY

Thinking like a geographer about… CAUSALITY

1. What are the different possible physical and human causes of migration, and can you 
distinguish between any direct and indirect causes of migration?

2. Using examples from your studies of geography, why is it sometimes difficult to assess what 
the most important cause of something is?

3. Why might a small disturbance in a system cause a major change to occur?

How far do you agree with the following statements?

• ‘In geography, there is usually one simple root cause for everything important that we study.’ 

• ‘The most important changes which affect places and environments are always caused by 
external (outside) forces.’

Concept connections

Global governance
New technology changes people’s perceptions of space, resulting in a shrinking 
world effect.
Changing places
Place changes can be caused by external forces. For example, a global shift caused 
structural economic changes in UK cities during the 1970s.
Water and carbon cycles
Landscapes are shaped by processes of erosion, transport and deposition, causing 
distinctive landforms to develop. 
Changing landscapes
Water and carbon cycle changes are caused by climate change.

 

• Causality is the relationship between cause and effect. It is a key geography concept because geographers are always 
      asking inquiry questions like: Why does this landform look the way it does? Why is this town located where it is? What 
      caused that river to flood? Physical geographers are ‘landscape detectives’ who seek knowledge of the forces that have 
      caused particular landforms and landscapes to develop over time. Different causes of environmental change operate over 
      different time-scales (e.g. long-term climate change and short-term weather fluctuations).

• Geographers often analyse change by grouping different kinds of causes together – for example by looking separately at 
      the different economic, social and political causes (and effects) of something. We can also distinguish between root (main) 
      causes, direct causes, indirect causes, and linked causes. For example, the removal of vegetation can be a direct cause of 
      increased overland flow because interception storage has been lost. Additionally, the removal of vegetation may lead to soil 
      erosion due to the loss of plant roots that bind the soil together. This also contributes to overland flow. In this scenario, 
      vegetation is both a direct and an indirect cause of overland flow – can you see why?
 
• Things can become more complicated when we are studying a cause-and-effect relationship but it is unclear which is which.  For example, is improved technology the cause of 
      globalisation, or is it the other way round? If we argue that globalisation is a cause of the USA’s wealth and prosperity, then it has arguably also played a role in the success of Microsoft,      
      Apple and Facebook.  This is the exact opposite of saying that technology has caused globalisation (which people usually argue). The diagram shows three linked changes associated with    
      globalisation. As you can see, it’s hard to tell if technology is driving globalisation or vice-versa. Which box, if any, is the root (or main) cause? We simply can’t tell. Geographers often find  
      that many different factors and processes help shape the places and environments they study. This makes it hard to work out what - if anything - is the most important cause of 
      something. Feedback processes further complicate our understanding of causality (because of the way relatively minor changes are amplified over time by positive feedback). 
 
• In human geography, causality is closely linked with the all-important idea of power. Ultimately, the geographical forms and patterns we study and learn about are outcomes of many 

forces, some of which are in competition. The places we inhabit are a product of whichever forces have proved to be most powerful – for example, when an economic argument 
      triumphed over an environmental argument in a planning decision. It is the most powerful people, organisations and countries who usually get to decide what happens – and what      
      doesn’t – at local, national and global scales. Not all stakeholders have enough power to cause or prevent change.
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