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What is this concept about?
The features in our environment can have good or bad impacts on us. Compare 
Figures 1 and 2. Parks and busy roads are common features of the UK urban 
environment. Think about the impacts of the park. People find it attractive. It 
provides a safe place for exercise and relaxation. The good features of the park 
have a positive impact on the lives of local people. Now think about the impacts 
of the busy road. It does have some positive impacts for local people. It means 
locals are well connected to other places, especially if it has a bus route. However, 
the noise of the traffic, and the fumes they emit, will have negative impacts for 
some local people. Notice that we could categorise each of these impacts as 
impacts on local people, economy, or environment.

Learning objectives
 Understanding the 

concept of sphere 
of influence and 
how it might be 
investigated through 
fieldwork in a variety 
of environments.

Chapter 13

The concept of 
Sphere of influence

Figure 1 A public park in 
the centre of Cardiff, Wales

We could investigate the 
sphere of influence of the park 
by:

 asking people what they 
think of the park using a 
Likert Survey. Use strong 
statements like ‘It would 
be a great benefit to live 
close to this park’. Survey 
people to see if they agree 
or disagree; 

 use local estate agents to 
find local house prices. If 
the park really is attractive 
to people, then we might 
expect that houses 
overlooking the park to 
be more expensive than 
similar houses a few streets 
away.

Geographical features have positive and negative effects on the 
environment surrounding them. This area around a feature is called its 
sphere of influence. The nature of the feature influences the size and 
impact of the sphere of influence.
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Are the impacts mainly good or mainly bad?
Some features in our environment have mainly good impacts. An 
example would be the flood defences along the banks of a river, or a sea 
wall in a coastal town. You could say they have been designed to have a 
beneficial sphere of influence by saving lives and property.

Other features have mainly good economic impacts but bad impacts on 
the surrounding environment. Airports, for example, create a lot of jobs in 
the local economy. However, they create noise nuisance as aircraft take 
off and land. So, people might complain about living within their sphere 
of influence. We get another concept from this known as NIMBYism. 
This occurs when people protest because they don’t want a particular 
development (like a new runway) built close to where they live.

Activities
1 For each of the following features, suggest how you might investigate 

its sphere of influence. Remember, your investigation would be looking 
for evidence of good and bad impacts of the feature on its surrounding 
area.

 a)  A large out of town supermarket.
 b)  A beauty spot in a National Park.

We could investigate the 
sphere of influence of the road 
by:

 taking noise readings 
– perhaps using an app 
on your smart phone. 
How quickly do noise 
levels decrease as you 
move away from the 
road? Do noise levels vary 
throughout the day?

 measuring the amount of 
dust in the atmosphere by 
sticking double-sided tape 
to buildings to collect dirt 
and dust on the open sticky 
side. Is there more dust 
close to the road?

We could investigate the 
sphere of influence of these 
flood defences by:

 using an online flood risk 
map to identify places that 
are vulnerable to flooding 
and other places that are 
protected by the defences;

 using transects at right 
angles to the coast and 
identifying land uses that 
are vulnerable and land 
uses that are protected.

Figure 2 Traffic on a busy road in 
Newcastle-under-Lyme

Figure 3 Flood gates at Sea Palling 
in Norfolk have a positive impact on 
homes and businesses in the flat, low-
lying coastal areas behind this coastal 
defence

http://www.checkmyfloodrisk.co.uk/ 
https://www.naturalresources.wales/
our-evidence-and-reports/maps/flood-
risk-map/
These sites provide interactive maps 
about flood risk on rivers and coasts.


