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The ABC’s (CBGT’s) of Census Geography



Overview

 Census Geography 101
 TIGER to Shapefiles
 Geographic Boundaries and Codes
 MAF
 Resources



Census Geographic Concepts
Legal/Administrative and Statistical Areas
Legal/Administrative Areas Statistical Areas

Nation Regions

States Divisions

Counties Census County Divisions

Minor Civil Divisions Census Designated Places

Incorporated Places Metropolitan and Micropolitan Statistical Areas

Congressional Districts Urban / Rural Areas

School Districts Census Tracts

Voting Districts Block Groups

ZIP Code Tabulation Areas Public Use Microdata Areas





























Small Geographic Areas

 Blocks
● Smallest units for 

decennial Census data 
tabulation

● Cover entire nation
● Nest within all other 

types of geographic 
areas

● Generally bounded by 
visible features or 
boundaries

 Block Groups
● Groups of blocks sharing 

first digit of block 
number

● Smallest units for 
tabulation of American 
Community Survey data

● Population ranges from 
1,000 to 3,000

● Nest within census tracts



Census Tracts
 Small, relatively permanent statistical subdivisions of a county 
 Relatively consistent boundaries over time
 Size: optimally 4,000 people; range between 1,000 and 8,000
 Approximately 65,000 census tracts in U.S. 
 Defined nationwide for the first time in Census 2000; however Block 

Numbering Areas (BNAs) and tracts covered the entirety of the 
nation in 1990







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



County Subdivisions
Distribution Map of MCDs and CCDs



Minor Civil Division (MCD)
 The most common descriptor is township
 Others are:

 Election district
 Magisterial district
 Parish governing authority district (Louisiana only)
 Supervisor district (Mississippi only)
 Election precinct (Illinois and Nebraska)
 Gore (Maine and Vermont)
 Grant (New Hampshire and Vermont)
 Location (New Hampshire only)
 Plantation (Maine only)
 Purchase (New Hampshire only)

 Town
 City or Village (in Wisconsin)







Places
 Incorporated Places
 Legally bounded entity

 Referred to as cities, boroughs, towns, or villages, depending on the state

 Census Designated Places (CDPs)
 Statistical entity

 Created to present census data for an area with a concentration of 
population, housing, and commercial structures that is identifiable by 
name, but not within an incorporated place

 Example: Windsor, WI



Places

 There are four descriptors uses for places:

 Borough (Connecticut, New Jersey, Pennsylvania)
 City
 Town
 Village



Places
Dunn County, WI



Token Creek

Some unincorporated communities 
are not defined as CDPs



TIGER -> Shapefile

 1990 – First TIGER/Line
 2006 SE – Last TIGER/Line
 2007 – First TIGER/SHP

 TIGER - Topologically Integrated Geographic Encoding 
and Referencing system

 TIGER/Line Shapefile – ESRI Shapefile format
 TIGER – lots of specialized processing
 Shapefile – Ready to use on download













Geographic Boundaries

 Multiyear estimates are based on geographic boundaries as 
of January 1 of the last year in the multiyear period

 Boundary Annexation Survey (BAS) collects boundary 
changes

 Boundaries of other statistical areas will be updated every 
decade in conjunction with the decennial census



Geographic Boundaries



Geographic Identifiers
Code Sets:

 Federal Information Processing Series (FIPS) [STFID, Geo Id]
 American National Standard Institute (ANSI)
 Census Specific

FIPS Code Example:
Area Name FIPS Code
State Wisconsin 55
County Dane 025
Place Madison, City 48000

55025 = Dane County, WI
550254800 = Madison, WI



Master Address File (MAF)

 Official inventory of all known housing units in the U.S. and 
Puerto Rico

 Updated using information from
 U.S. Postal Service
 local governments (LUCA!)
 Census field operations

 The ACS sample is drawn from the MAF



MAF/TIGER Database



MAF/TIGER Database
Digital representation of Geographic Features



GetFacts

 http://www.getfacts.wisc.edu

http://www.getfacts.wisc.edu/�


Geographic Areas Reference Manual

 http://www.census.gov/geo/www/garm.html

http://www.census.gov/geo/www/garm.html�


Questions

 wrbuckin@wisc.edu
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