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Lesson Plan

THE GLOBAL DEMOGRAPHIC FOOTPRINT OF THE SPANISH FLU
Nina Murray

Topic/Title

The Global Demographic Footprint of the Spanish Flu

Grade Level

9/10, 11/12

Themes

	 Canada & the Global Community

	 Interrelationships

	 Environment

	 Exploration & Geography

	 First Nations, Inuit & Metis

	 Industry, Invention & Technology

Subject Area

Social Studies/ Geography

Lesson Overview

The Spanish flu pandemic of 1918-1919 produced a large global demographic footprint. Using the geographic 
inquiry process, students will research the casualty statistics of theSpanish flu from countries around the 
world and synthesis them into a map to communicate the pattern of the pandemic.

Time Required

60 minutes

Geography Thinking Concept(s)

Spatial Significance, Patterns and Trends, Geographic Perspective

Learning Outcomes

	 Use the geographic inquiry process and concepts of geographic thinking when investigating issues 
relating to geography

	 Evaluate and synthesize findings to formulate conclusions/make predictions about the issues they 
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are investigating

	 Is there a pattern to the demographic footprint of the Spanish flu?

	 Changing Populations - analyse selected national and global population issues and their implications

	 What was the global demographic impact of the Spanish flu pandemic?

Student will:

	 Using the geographic inquiry process, students will research the casualty statistics of the Spanish 
Flu from countries around the world and synthesis them into a map to communicate the pattern of 
the pandemic. Students will then make conclusions about the demographic pattern of the Spanish 
flu.

Background Information

Background Information: In 1917, the world’s population is estimated to have been somewhere between 1.8 
and 1.9 billion, a much smaller world compared to today’s 7.5 billion (2017). The Spanish Flu pandemic killed 
an estimated 20-40 million people in three waves from 1917-1918 (but due to modern research, this figure 
is considered low). This strain of flu had a unique demographic impact, targeting all age groups, including 
healthy adults; a cohort usually safe from influenza. The impact of this event today would be even more 
catastrophic.

The Lesson Activity:

Activating

10-15 minutes

	 Start with a discussion question for the class: What were the top three most deadly events of the 
20th century?  (Justify your decision, do not use your phones/computers - this is a brainstorm)

	 Use a Think, share and pair strategy for this discussion question:

	» Think: students “think” about the discussion question, and make some notes on their own.

	» Pair: each student should share their answers with another student or a small group.

	» Share: the paris/small groups share their thinking with the teacher for a whole-class discussion. 
Record these answers on the board/chart paper

	 Show this Video clip (Bill Gates interview with vox) 

	 Compare these brainstormed rankings to the data from the video.  Were our perceptions correct, if 
not, why not?

	 Why does Bill Gates rank pandemic as a greater risk than volcanic eruption/asteroid/nuclear war? 
Do individual students in the class agree or disagree with his perception?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9AEMKudv5p0
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Acquiring

	 20-30 minutes

	 After the discussion, introduce the global impacts demography activity. Complete the Global 
Impacts: Demography of the Spanish Flu activity (reading and activity sheet, appendix 1 & 2).

Applying

10-15 minutes

	 Discuss the activity sheet and statistics and other questions.  

	 Do any patterns emerge on this map?  Discuss

	 Display a few of the maps produced by the class, and discuss the clarity of showing this event in 
this manner.  Would an average member of the public understand the map?  Would the scope of the 
event be clear?

	 As a closing activity: show this Gapminder app video showing global life expectancy drops during 
the Spanish flu pandemic

Extension Activities

	 Examine a political world map from 1918.  Compare to 1918 - what differences are apparent and 
why?

	 Examine discuss the economic impact of a Spanish flu-like pandemic today using link from 
materials list in the lesson plan.

	 Use the data from the world mortality chart to create an infographic about the global impact of the 
Spanish flu.  These can be created online using Canva or Pitko Chart.  Click on this hyperlink to view 
an excellent sample infographic about food and climate change.

Materials/Resources

Video showing the Potential global economic impact of a Spanish Flu-like pandemic today.

Video showing the effects of WWI (1914-1918) vs the Spanish Flu Epidemic of 1917-1918 on life 
expectancy worldwide (using Gapminder).

References

Defining Moments Canada background videos on the Spanish Flu Pandemic:

An Introduction

A Family Story

The Project

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4PMIY6XGW4s
https://www.canva.com
https://piktochart.com
https://www.care2.com/greenliving/scary-facts-about-food-security-climate-impact-infographics.html?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed:+greenliving/garden-nature+(Care2+Healthy+Living+
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=npxDT4i-3js
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4PMIY6XGW4s
https://www.gapminder.org
https://vimeo.com/253695648
https://vimeo.com/252044516
https://vimeo.com/267754920
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An article by Svenn-Erik Mamelund: Profiling a Pandemic. Who were the victims of the Spanish Flu? 

For further research on the impact of the Pandemic, read H1Nwhat?  Making Sense of the Virology, 
by Matthew S. Miller, PhD, Michael G DeGroote Centre for Infectious Disease Research, McMaster 
Immunology Research Centre, Department of Biochemistry and Biomedical Sciences, McMaster University. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319153885_Profiling_a_Pandemic_Who_were_the_victims_of_the_Spanish_flu
http://definingmomentscanada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Hunt_for_Microbes.pdf
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Appendix 1: Reading

Demographics of the Spanish Flu in Canada: Reading

Global Impact of the Spanish Flu: Demography Reading

The Spanish flu raged in every continent but Antarctica. It infected over half the world’s population. The 
1918 influenza is estimated to have killed between 20 million and 40 million people, but not all deaths would 
have been reported. Many countries had no medical statistics; even in countries that did have figures, 
physicians were not required to report influenza cases to their boards of health. Not until 1918 was influenza 
considered sufficiently serious to require recording of cases and deaths. Furthermore, many overworked 
doctors and nurses may have been too busy and exhausted to keep full reports.  New estimates suggest 
that the pandemic may have killed 100 million people. Almost half the deaths occurred among those aged 
20-40 years - an age group already devastated by war.  Spanish flu killed many millions in India; in Punjab, 
the streets were littered with the dead, and trains had to be cleared of dead and dying passengers. Canada 
lost as many as 50,000. (Source: The Globe & Mail “Hunting the 1918 Flu” by Dr. Duncan).

It’s thought that roughly 2.5 percent of people who caught the flu died from it – an extraordinarily high rate 
for influenza. But the toll was substantially worse among certain groups – pregnant women, aboriginals 
and young, previously healthy adults.  (Source: The Toronto Star “The Spanish Flu killed millions, but few 
remember” by Helen Branswell)

The pandemic left almost no part of the world untouched. In Great Britain 228,000 people died. The United 
States lost as many as 675,000 people, Japan some 400,000. The south Pacific island of Western Samoa 
(modern-day Samoa) lost one-fifth of its population. Researchers estimate that in India alone, fatalities 
totaled between 12 and 17 million. Exact data in the number of deaths is elusive, but global mortality figures 
are estimated to have been between 10 and 20 percent of those who were infected. (source: National 
Geographic, Inside the Swift, Deadly History of the Spanish Flu Pandemic by Toby Saul)
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Many European Countries had more fatalities from the Spanish Flu pandemic than from the first world war.  
Below is a figure from Bulletin of the History of Medicine  “Updating the accounts: Global mortality of the 
1918-1920 ‘Spanish influenza’ pandemic” (by Johnson & Mueller, 2002)

Appendix 2: Activity: Global Impacts: Demography of the Spanish Flu

Part A: The Past

1. Using the article, complete the mortality chart outlining the death rates for the Spanish Flu.

Country/Group Total number that died from the Spanish Flu (if there is a 
range, use the upper value) Ranking (for part B)

World

India

England & Wales

Canada

USA

Japan

Norway

Sweden

Denmark

Switzerland

Netherlands

Spain

France

Italy

Germany

Hungary

Austria

Scotland

Ireland

Portugal

Finland
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2. What cohorts (age groups/gender groups/ethnic backgrounds) were affected the most by the Spanish 
Flu.  Why was this considered to be abnormal?

3. Why is there a range of deaths, and despite this range, why do experts still think the toll of the Spanish flu 
was much higher?

4a.  Based on a 1917 world population of 1.8 billion (1,800,000,000), what percentage of the world died 
from the Spanish Flu pandemic?

4b.  Based on a current population of 7.5 billion, if the Spanish Flu occured today with the same mortality 
rate (percentage), how many would die?
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Part B: Mapping

 Using the data from the mortality chart, create a legend with 4 categories.  Each legend category should 
have approximately the same number of countries within it (5-6 countries).  

a) This activity is easiest if you rank the countries from highest (1) to lowest (23) by total deaths.  
Complete this part of the chart from part A.

b) Your lowest legend range will begin with  the lowest death toll (your 23rd country), and finish with 
the death toll of the 5th/6th country above the lowest ranking.

 i) E.g. 12,374 - 34,374

 ii)  Note ** everyone will have slightly different legends based on the 3 extra countries added to   
 the chart.

c) Your next legend range with start with one number higher than the previous legend range (e.g. 
34,375-) and include the next 4-5 countries.

d) Repeat (c) until you have 4 legend categories for your map

e) Determine the colours you will use for the map legend and complete the map below. (**note, a 
current world map is being used, but the world looked much different in 1918).

f) Add all other required map components (i.e. title, compass, legend…..)
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World map is from D-maps.com

http://d-maps.com/continent.php?num_con=8&lang=en
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http://d-maps.com/continent.php?num_con=8&lang=en

