
 

A-level Geography Knowledge Organiser
Specialised Concept 9: REPRESENTATION

Thinking like a geographer about... REPRESENTATION
1. How is your own local neighbourhood, area or city represented in different media? Think about formal, 
      informal, factual and fictional representations.

2. Which players are most likely to have ‘the final say’ in how a particular place is represented in different 
media? Who has the greatest power to make their place representation most well-known? 

3. Why might one group of people object the representation of a place, familiar to them, on film or TV? 
Can you think of any examples where this might have happened?

How far do you agree with the following statements?

• ‘Negative representations of places are not worth worrying about because they are totally separate from 
the real world.’

• ‘The spread of fake news means that it has become impossible to tell whether place representations are 
truthful or not.’

 

Concept connections

Changing places
Places have real and perceived  identities that can be represented in 
different media such as film and literature. These representations may 
play an important role in the place rebranding process. 
Global governance
Representations of places, societies, and environments are easily shared 
and spread on a worldwide scale by global information flows. 
Changing landscapes
Old photos, paintings and other representational forms of qualitative 
data help scientists study physical landscape changes over time. 

• In everyday language, representation means how something is described in conversation or shown in different media (such as writing and film). This seemingly ordinary word is treated 
      as a specialised concept within the discipline of Geography because it is closely linked with the idea of place meaning - the importance, value, feelings or issues which affect how a 
      particular place is valued by an individual or larger group of people. 

• Place meanings and representations matter—because management decisions about places are determined not only by hard facts (like unemployment or flood risk) but also by people’s 
      feelings and beliefs. When value is attached to a particular place, it is often because the local landscape, scenery or heritage features are important to society as a whole (or to influential       
      stakeholders). This sense of importance may come in part from how the place has been represented in popular culture—in literature, art or music. It could be argued that a certain part 
      of a coastline is too important to lose to the sea because a much-loved film was shot there, and so people everywhere want that area to be preserved. Cost-benefit decision-making about   
      whether to install costly sea defences may therefore be influenced by place representations. 

• Places are represented in many different ways using different kinds of data. Some geographers use Census statistics, maps or other quantitative data when they want to find out 
      more about case study places. Others use qualitative data sources, including films, television shows, newspapers, novels, poems or songs. Most of what we know about the places we study   
      comes from a diverse range of representations in many different media. Some representations will reinforce what we already know; other representations may challenge our assumptions 
      by presenting a different and unfamiliar view. 

• Alongside quantitative and qualitative representations, we can also distinguish between formal (‘official’) and informal (‘unofficial’) representations, and also between factual and fictional 
depictions. It is important to remember that a place or society which appears a certain way in a historical TV drama may in reality have been quite different. Increasingly, geographers must 
be on the lookout for ‘fake news’ representations of places. These are portrayals that claim to be truthful but in fact are purposely misleading (for example, politically motivated social 

      media reports that deliberately exaggerate the number of refugees living in a particular area).

• The idea that one person might view another person’s description of somewhere as ‘fake news’ reminds us that place representations are often contested. Different players may view a 
      certain area, landscape or city in contrasting ways. This is because they all have varying experiences of the place, or view its issues, opportunities and challenges in ways which fit with their      
      own experiences, agenda or beliefs. A government report might portray a rural area as a ‘problem place’ if its unemployment rate is high. However, a TV show might represent the same 
      area as a ‘rural idyll’ (an idyllic and scenic place).  

• Place representations change over time. UK cities were represented negatively in the early 1900s (due to pollution and poverty) and the 1980s (when unemployment peaked, due to global 
shift). In contrast, cities were represented more positively in the 1950s (a period of economic expansion and new housebuilding after the Second World War ended) and the early 2000s 

      (when gentrification led to many inner urban areas being fashionable again). Might representations of cities change again due to the Covid pandemic? Early evidence suggests that many   
      people have ‘fallen out of love’ with urban life under lockdown and would now prefer to relocate to the countryside.  


