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Methods Used by Social Scientists
To Estimate Populations of the Past

METHOD

DESCRIPTION

LIMITATION OF METHOD

1. Hemispheric Projections

2. Direct Observation

3. Additive Method

4. Dead Reckoning Method

1. In this method, the demogra-
pher* starts with known contem-
porary figures and projects back-
wards using limited historical data
that is available to verify his/her
estimations. These projections are
made upon the belief that ratios
between regions remain constant
over time.

2. Social scientists prefer first-
hand observations and interviews.
This method is used in those areas
where there has been little contact
between Native Americans and
Europeans.

3. Using population statistics col-
lected immediately after the
encounter, the demographer then
adjusts these figures to take into
account documented population
events such as plagues, wars,
famines, etc.

4. In this method, demographers
divide a region into sections. The
population of each section is ana-
lyzed in general terms and then on
the basis of each society within a
section. The societal and section
listings are then added together to
obtain regional listings. This fig-
ure is then compared to the origi-
nal regional analysis, and
adjustments are made.

* A demographer is a social scientist who specializes
in the statistical study of populations.
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1. Vaccination was introduced
among Native Americans around
1800 and this altered the disease
environment for them. Who are
Native Americans? Are mestizos
counted in contemporary figures
that form a base for this method?

2. Some missionary accounts wit-
nessed a population that was
already reduced. Native Ameri-
cans on Cape Cod were already
suffering from European diseases
before the Mayflower arrived.

3. Method underestimates Native
American populations because it is
based on contact period records,
which reflect reduced populations
long after initial contact. Figures
are based on missionary records;
not all Native Americans were
baptized and counted.

4. Data upon which this method is
based were not always accurate.
They could be either over or under-
estimated. Ratios among people
were not always constant. Com-
parisons between groups were not
always cross-checked.



