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Geographic Concepts 

• Legal/Administrative vs. Statistical  

• Nesting relationships (or the lack of) 

• Addresses vs. Geographic features and entities 

• Small area geography (tracts, block groups, blocks) 

• Dangers of definitions (boundaries vs. 
perceptions) 

• Products and Resources - find more information 
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Geographic Entities 

Legal/Administrative 

• States 

• Counties 

• Minor civil divisions 

• Congressional districts 

• School districts 

• Incorporated places 

Statistical 

• Census tracts 

• Metropolitan/Micropolitan 

statistical areas 

• Urban areas 

• Census designated places 



Hierarchy of Census Geographic Entities 
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Small-Area Geography Overview 





White House 
Census Block 1031 

 
11010062021031 



White House 
Census Block 1031 

 
11010062021031 



2010 Census Redistricting Data (Public Law 94-171)  

  
Block 1031, Block Group 1, 

Census Tract 62.02  

Total:  5 

  Population of one race:  5 

    White alone  0 

    Black or African 

American alone 

 5 

    American Indian and 

Alaska Native alone 

 0 

    Asian alone  0 

    Native Hawaiian and 

Other Pacific Islander alone 

 0 

    Some Other Race alone  0 



Small Geographic Areas  

Census Tracts 

• Small, permanent, consistent statistical divisions of a county  

• Optimally contains 4,000 people; range between 1,200 and 
8,000 

Block Groups 

• Smallest units for tabulation of sample data 

• Population ranges from 600 to 3,000 

Blocks 

• Smallest units for 100% data tabulation 

• Cover entire nation 

• Nest within all other types of geographic areas 

• Generally bounded by visible features or boundaries 
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Places 

Incorporated Places 

• Legally bounded entity 

• Referred to as cities, boroughs, towns, or 

villages, depending on the state 

• Some form of local governance (city council, 

mayor, etc) recognized by the state 

Census Designated Places (CDPs) 

• Statistical entity 

• Area with a concentration of population, 

housing, and commercial structures 

identifiable by name;  not within an 

incorporated place 
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City 
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Many unincorporated 
communities are not 
defined as CDPs 
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County Subdivisions 

 
Minor Civil Divisions (MCDs)  
• Legally bounded entity 

• Subcounty entities in 29 states, the District of 
Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the Island Areas 

• May have a formal government with elected officials 

 

Census County Divisions (CCDs)  
• Statistical entity 

• Subcounty units that have stable boundaries and 
recognizable names in 21 states 

• No minimum or maximum population guidelines 
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Counties and County Equivalents 

• Counties in 48 states 

• Independent Cities in MD, MO, NV, and VA 

• Parishes in Louisiana 

• Cities, Boroughs, Municipality, Census Areas 
in Alaska 

• Municipios in Puerto Rico 

• Islands and Districts in American Samoa 

• Municipalities in the Northern Marianas 

• Islands in the Virgin Islands 

• District of Columbia and Guam each treated 
as a county equivalent 
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Creating Zip Code 

Tabulation Areas (ZCTAs) 

•  Approximate ZIP Code distribution 
•  A “calculated” geography 
• Composed of whole blocks 
• ZCTAs do not nest cleanly within 
other geography 
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Urban Area Classification: Census 2010 

Two types of Urban Areas:  
1. Urbanized Areas of 50,000 or more people 

2. Urban Clusters of 2,500 up to 50,000 people 

 

Classification Changes: 
• Substantial changes to urban area concept and 

criteria adopted for Census 2000 

• Both defined based on population density at the 
census block and block group levels 

• Area definitions announced in March 2002 with 
updates in August and November 2002 

• Urban areas will be redefined following the 2010 
Census 

www.census.gov/geo/www/ua/ua_2k.html 
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Core Based Statistical Area Classification 
 

• Core Based Statistical Area (CBSA) – refers to both   
  metropolitan and micropolitan statistical areas; county-  
  based areas, defined based on commuting patterns 

 

• Metropolitan Statistical Area - must have at least one  
  UA  

 

• Micropolitan Statistical Area - must have at least one  
  UC with a population of at least 10,000 

 

• Metropolitan Division – subdivision of a metropolitan  
  statistical area  
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Core Based Statistical Area Classification – 

continued 
 

 

• Combined Statistical Area – represents a grouping of  
  adjacent CBSAs 

 

• New England City and Town Area – a city- and town- 

  based equivalent to the county-based CBSAs 

 

• Principal City – a place that occupies a more important  

  social and economic position within a CBSA  
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Core Based Statistical Area Examples 

Richmond (CBSA)  

Bethesda-Frederick-Rockville (Metropolitan 
Division) 

Staunton-Waynesboro (Micropolitan 
Statistical Area) 







http://www.census.gov/geo/www/reference.html 



http://www.census.gov/geo/www/reference.html 



2010 Census Geographic Terms and Concepts 
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• Public product created from the MAF/TIGER Data 

Base (MTDB) 

• Digital files containing geographic features, 

attributes, legal and statistical boundaries 

• Covers United States, Puerto Rico, and Island Areas 

• Future releases in shapefile format 

www.census.gov/geo/www/tiger/index.html 
 

Accessing Shapefiles 

http://www.census.gov/geo/www/tiger/index.html
http://www.census.gov/geo/www/tiger/index.html


http://www.census.gov/geo/www/programs.html 
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http://www.census.gov/geo/www/ 



http://tigerweb.geo.census.gov/tigerweb/default.htm 



http://tigerweb.geo.census.gov/tigerweb/default.htm 
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MTDB 
(MAF/TIGER Database) 

 Geographic information (roads, rivers, 
railroads, map spots, map features) 
 
 Attributes (names, addresses, codes) 
 
 Legal and Statistical Boundaries for data 
collection, processing and tabulation 
operations 



Questions? 

Geographic area concepts, criteria, 

codes, and attributes: 

Geographic Standards  

and Criteria Branch:  301-763-3056 

 

 

Geographic products: 

Geographic Products Branch:  301-763-1128 

 


