POPULATION
DEMOGRAPHER
EXAMINES THE

EFFECT OF SOCIAL
AND POLITICAL
FORCES ON
INDIVIDUAL
BEHAVIOR AND
WELL-BEING — AND
STUDIES WAYS TO
ENSURE POSITIVE

CONDITIONS.
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of Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines
demography as “the statistical study of human populations especially with reference to size and density,
distribution, and vital statistics” — which, to the uninitiated, may seem at odds with the study of neighbor-
hood conditions and their influence on individual behaviors and health outcomes. But Dr. Anne Pebley views
her role as director of the Los Angeles Family and Neighborhood Survey (LA FANS) as perfectly consistent
with her expertise as a demographer and holder of the endowed Fred H. Bixby Chair at the UCLA School
of Public Health.

LA FANS is an analysis by RAND and UCLA researchers of 65 neighborhoods in L.A. County, focusing
on the impact of the surrounding environment on children’s health, social development, school performance,
stress and other variables. The first wave of the survey was recently completed and the data are being analyzed.

The research stems from a widely held view that neighborhoods are where social interventions should
occur. “The idea is that if you're trying to improve the life of one child at a time, you might not have as
much impact as if you change the environment in which the child lives,” Pebley explains. The movement
afoot in Los Angeles to create neighborhood councils and service planning areas raises questions that are
being addressed by Pebley’s team: What defines a neighborhood? What impact does improving the immedi-
ate environment have on residents? What specific improvements have the most impact, and what aspects
of well-being do they affect? “Understanding these issues is crucial to cost-effective policy intervention,”
Pebley asserts.
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“Individuals
are not
isolated.The
environment
in which we
function ma
have a muc
bigger impact
than we typically
would like

to think on our
behavior and
on our health.”
—Dr. Anne Pebley
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