GEOGRAPHICAL ECONOMIC AND EMPLOYMENT DATA:  UNDERSTANDING THE BASICS 
In this recording, we’ll help you understand how the Federal government defines different geographic terms, and provide a few tips for finding different types of economic and employment geographical data.  This presentation is part of a series of podcasts we offer to help individuals understand and use labor market data. 
I’m Frank Gallo of the U.S. Employment and Training Administration’s (ETA) Office of Workforce Investment.  I’ve authored an evaluation of the quality of workforce statistics for the U.S. Congressional Joint Economic Committee, and have created a number of ETA data resources.  Please feel free to contact me if you need further assistance (see the end of this document).   

In addition to this recording, we’ve provided a transcript to guide you step-by-step through the same explanations.  You can use the transcript alone, or you can use it in conjunction with the recording.  If you simultaneously use the recording and the transcript, you can pause the recording at any time to explore the links on your own — and then continue when you’re ready.  If you use the presentation alone, each of our podcasts is designed to last about 10 minutes.  

For convenience, we’ve shown the more official geographic terms in green.  For an excellent overview, see the Census Bureau’s Geographic Entities and Concepts.  
A.  Who Decides What These Terms Mean?  Three different types of entities define geographic terms.  
1. State and local governments define legal/administrative boundaries — such as counties, incorporated towns, and Congressional and school districts.  
2. The President’s Office of Management and Budget (OMB) defines what since 2003 have been called “core based statistical areas” (CBSAs) — which include the better-known metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs), of which there are a little less than 400 in the U.S.  Federal Departments and Agencies generally must follow these OMB designations.  For more info see the OMB Statistical Programs and Standards Web site.  
3. Federal statistical agencies (most importantly the U.S. Census Bureau) define geographic areas for statistical purposes — including urban areas, and census tracts and blocks.  Most non-Census Bureau agencies (such as the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, or BLS) use the Census designations, but they can modify them — as does the U.S. Commerce Department’s Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA).  
The type of geographic area used is sometimes mandated by statute — for example, ETA’s annual determination of labor surplus areas must use certain legally-defined locales described in number one above.  
B.  What Are the Basic Geographic Areas?  There are more than 20 types of geographic areas, but here we’ll only cover those you’re most likely to encounter.  Keep in mind the important distinction between the technical geographic definitions and the ones for which data are actually available — which is a much smaller group.  In general, the more detailed the geography, it’s less likely you’ll able to obtain data.  The Census Bureau has two helpful overviews:  1) a geographic entities table (Table 2-1, on p. 3), which shows the types of areas, how many exist for each type, and which ones are legally and which are statistically defined (note: the table is from 1990); and 2) a geographic diagram showing the types of geographies and how the smaller categories fit within the larger ones.  See also the Bureau’s alphabetized 2010 geographic terms and concepts.  
The explanation below generally lists geographic terms from the largest to the smallest areas.  
1. Urban vs. rural areas.  The Census Bureau defines an “urbanized area” as a continuously built-up area with a population of 50,000 or more.  A second type urban geography is an “urban cluster,” which Census defines as a “densely developed territory” that has a population of between 2,500 and 50,000.  “Rural” is defined as the residual category of all areas that are neither urban areas nor clusters.  All three types of areas are shown on this urban areas and clusters map.  We characterize this as the broadest geography because some users desire data for all U.S. urban and/or rural areas — although you can of course focus on individual localities of each type.  Some Census Bureau customized data tools allow you to obtain averages for all urban or all rural areas.  
2. Multi-state areas.  The Census Bureau has two types of multi-state regions:  1) four “Census Regions” (Northeast, Midwest, South, and West); and 2) nine “Census Divisions,” which fall within the Regions.  Both types of areas are shown on this Census Region and Division map.  Federal surveys with relatively small sample sizes will only have published (or sometimes unpublished) data at this level, such as the BLS Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey (JOLTS) and various Current Population Survey supplements (e.g., the displaced worker survey).  
3. States and territories.  The Census Bureau treats the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands,  Guam, the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, and American Samoa as the statistical equivalent of states.  Except for surveys with small samples, it’s usually possible to obtain state-level data.  
4. Common sub-state areas, including core based statistical areas and metropolitan statistical areas.  Sub-state areas include the greatest number of geographic types, ranging from the largest (combined statistical areas) to the smallest (census blocks).  The most commonly-used of these include (from largest to smallest) metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) and micropolitan statistical areas; counties; and census tracts.  Of these, you are most likely to find data at the MSA and county level.  BLS for some data sets provides data for about 375 metropolitan areas; there are more than 3,000 counties; and BLS also sometimes provides data for about 170 of what it refers to as “non-metropolitan areas,” a term BLS uses as roughly synonymous with rural areas.  
5. Places.  “Places” have the greatest population variation among the Census Bureau’s geographic designations, ranging from large cities to a small towns or villages.  The primary source for data at this level is the Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS).  
C.  Non-Census Bureau Geographic Areas.  For the purpose of employment and training programs, the other most important geographic areas are as follows.  
1. BEA’s economic areas, defined as metropolitan or micropolitan statistical areas that serve as regional centers of economic activity — and the surrounding counties that are economically related to these nodes — as shown in this BEA map.  There are slightly less than 200 such areas.  
2. Workforce Investment Act (WIA) service delivery areas (SDAs).  WIA, the largest Federal employment and training program, provides its services through approximately 600 state-designated geographic areas.  These are subject to change, but two sources that commonly use SDA designations are state and local employment projections and the Census Bureau’s Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics data set (also commonly referred to as LED).  
3. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service Rural-Urban Continuum Codes, which distinguish non-metropolitan counties by their relative degree of urbanization.  
D.  Where to Find State and Local Economic and Employment Data.  ETA’s Guide to State and Local Workforce Data shows (in the second and third columns) a list of which states and localities are covered for all of the sources that offer state and local employment statistics (along with a wealth of other information). 
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