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The Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission (CMRPC) is the designated regional planning
entity for the Central Massachusetts region, which includes the City of Worcester and the surrounding
39 communities. This region encompasses the southern two-thirds of Worcester County.

CMRPC’s mission is fourfold:
(1) addressing growth and development issues that extend beyond community boundaries,
(2) maintaining the district’s certification for federal transportation improvement funds,
(3) providing technical knowledge and resources to assist local government in addressing specific
land use, economic or environmental problems resulting from growth or decline, and
(4) building strong working relationships with member communities, state and federal officials as
well as the area’s legislative representatives.
CMRPC collaborates with local, regional, state and federal officials, as well as with legislators, in order to
bring a regional perspective and a coordinated approach to the planning and development that occurs in
this region. The ultimate goal of this agency is to improve the quality of life for those who work and live
in the Central Massachusetts region.

We are a Regional partnership, serving the planning and development interests of its member
communities, and provide municipal and regional planning for the following:
Land Use and Transportation,
Community Development services,
Transit Planning for the region’s transit authority, and
Geographic Information Services (GIS).
CMRPC’s Community Development and Planning (CDAP) program provides comprehensive planning
services, technical planning services, and grant preparation and administration to the Region’s 40
communities. In addition, CDAP conducts studies on regional growth issues and development trends.
Overseeing these activities is the Physical Development Committee, which provides policy guidance for
our work activities and sets the direction for the program.

Through its Delegates, each community has the opportunity to shape public policy in a real and tangible
way through participation in the various committees established to implement these core focus areas. In
that way, our delegates provide a vital link enabling us to deliver appropriate and desired services, to
compete for discretionary grant funds, to identify community needs in transportation and land use, and
to foster inter-municipal collaboration through shared services, joint studies and procurement.
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On a community planning level, CMRPC provides direct technical assistance to all of our 40
communities, in addition to the ongoing regional initiatives. We have worked with numerous
communities to generate Geographic Information Systems (GIS) maps and data, develop Open Space
Plans, develop Master Plan elements, and complete a long list of other projects. Homeland Security
programs for our entire region are administered through other projects. Homeland Security programs
for our entire Region are administered through this Division, and have provided an additional
opportunity for inter-municipal and programmatic coordination. Through our various efforts, we have
succeeded in bringing millions of dollars in Homeland Security and other grant funds into our member
communities every year.

CMRPC is pleased to have completed this work with the support of the Legislature’s District Local
Technical Assistance (DLTA) funding program, which was made available to promote inter-municipal
cooperation/problem solving. We remain grateful to our local Senators and Representatives for their
continued support of this program.
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Introduction
The much-anticipated release of the 2010 Census data, as well as updated data from the American
Community Survey, has resulted in a great deal of data collection and analysis. The US Census count is
used to distribute federal funds, and also used to determine the make-up of the U.S. House of
Representatives. The 2010 information release also sparked excitement as many began to scramble,
delving into the new data sets to “find stuff out”, and analyze, and make assumptions, and draw
conclusions… about just about everything.
With all of this new data, it also allowed for many of the following kinds of lists to be published all over
the country:
The “best places to…” (live, retire, raise kids, find a spouse, etc.)
“The state of…” (economy, the health care system, the education system, etc.)
“…by the numbers (the state, the county, the region, etc.)
CMRPC wanted to take a look at all of this data to see not only what it told us, but also to consider what
kinds of questions we could ask. We also wanted to identify how data could be used as part of a larger
planning process, in support of a community’s vision.

What is the Census?

A census is a complete enumeration of a population;
specifically, a periodic governmental enumeration of a
population; a count or tally. Historically, the term was
used in early Rome for the count of the population and
a property evaluation. (Merriam-Webster)

The United States Census is a decennial census mandated by the United States Constitution. The
population is enumerated every 10 years and the results are used to allocate Congressional seats
(congressional apportionment), electoral votes, and government program funding.
Fulfilling the U.S. Constitution's requirement to count the population has been a complex operation
since the first census in 1790. From 1790 to 1840, the census was taken by marshals of the judicial
districts. The Census Act of 1840 established a central office which became known as the Census Office.
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This office opened to conduct the census and closed once the office completed the publication of
statistics. In 1902 Congress enacted legislation creating a permanent Census Office within the
Department of the Interior.
Through the mid-nineteenth century, census authorization legislation was very detailed: it listed the
questions to be asked and gave detailed instructions to the census-takers. Although the Secretary of
State was the nominal national head of the early censuses, almost all of the work for the count was
done on the state and local level by federal marshals. The lack of national leadership meant that any
legislation regarding the census had to be very specific; it was the only way the federal government
could assure that the marshals would return standardized information. As census operations became
more centralized and federalized in the latter part of the nineteenth century, legislation relating to the
census became less detailed. Instead, it directed broad categories of questions to be asked, and left the
actual design of census questionnaires up to the superintendent of the census.1

Prior to 1960, the census was collected primarily
by housewives going from door-to-door (or farm to
farm). They would complete the census forms
themselves and determine the race of the
population by observation.

Taking the 1960 census in Hawaii. (Image source: US Census Bureau)

1

US Census Bureau; www.census.gov
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The Modern Census: 1960 – 20102
1960
1960 marked the birth of the first mail-out
census. Earlier censuses had used selfenumeration on a limited scale, but 1960 was
the debut for this technique as a primary
method for the collection of population and
residential data. The postal service delivered
questionnaires to every occupied housing unit.
Householders were asked to complete the
questionnaire and hold it for an enumerator to
pick up.
1960 also marked the beginning of the so-called
“long form” questionnaire. More detailed
economic and social information from a sample
of households (25% of the population) was
collected, including new questions focusing on
place of work and means of transportation to
work. In 1960, computers were processing
nearly all of the data from the census for the
first time.

A Census Bureau employee uses a card proof punch to
process 1960 census returns. Photo Credit: U.S. Census
Bureau, Public Information Office

1970
Studies after the 1950 and 1960 censuses revealed that those censuses had undercounted certain
segments of the population. Researchers also noted a growing distrust of government and resistance to
responding to the census, despite an increasing need for accurate information in both the private and
public sectors. In large measure, the increased need for data resulted from the federal government's
reliance on population and other information collected by the census when distributing funds to state
and local governments.
In an effort to reduce the complexity of its products, in 1970 the Census Bureau reduced the number of
inquiries on the long form questionnaire from 66 to 23. The U.S. Post Office delivered census
questionnaires with instruction sheets to every household several days prior to Census Day (April 1,
1970). In areas with a substantial number of Spanish-speaking households, a Spanish-language version
of the instruction sheet was also enclosed. For the first time, a separate question on Hispanic origin or
descent was asked, but only of a 5 percent sample of the population.
2

US Census Bureau
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Also for the first time, in 1970, residents of urban and surrounding areas were instructed to mail their
forms back to the Census Bureau where enumerators reviewed them and used follow-up interviews to
check on missing or incorrect responses. Rural householders received questionnaires in the mail, but
were asked to hold the form for pickup by an enumerator. A letter explaining the need for the data
collected and emphasizing the confidentiality of responses accompanied all census questionnaires.

Only five questions were asked of all individuals in 1970:
relationship to household head, sex, race, age, and marital
status. Other questions were asked of a 15 percent sample
and still others of a five percent sample. Questions
common to both samples resulted in a 20 percent sample.

1970 Census badge. Photo Credit: U.S. Census
Bureau, Public Information Office

1980
Due to the success of the mail-out/mail-back questionnaire in 1970 the program was expanded for 1980
with about 95 percent of the U.S. population now enumerated in this manner. The 1980 short form
contained 7 population questions and 11 housing questions; the long form contained an additional 26
population and 10 housing inquiries. A question on Spanish or Hispanic origin or descent was added to
the 100-percent questions for the first time; in 1970 this question was asked of only 5 percent of the
population.
The 1980 census also saw major efforts to improve coverage and completeness. An extensive publicservice advertising campaign directed by the Census Bureau's Census Publicity Office, which was
established in 1978, focused on increasing the public's awareness of the census and encouraging people
to complete and mail back their questionnaires. Additionally, the Census Bureau made a special effort
to enumerate historically undercounted groups during two programs, "M-Night" ("M" for mission) and
"T-Night" ("T" for transient). On M-Night, specially trained enumerators counted people staying in
homeless shelters, soup kitchens, bus and rail stations, dormitories, and others. On T-Night, the
enumeration focused on hotels and motels with permanent residents.
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However, demographic analysis of the 1980 census showed that the census, despite reaching the
overwhelming majority of people in the United States, undercounted the population, this time by about
1.2 percent. More troubling, the estimated net undercount rate for African Americans was 3.7
percentage points higher than that for all other races combined, a significant undercount. Lawsuits
were filed, notably by the City of Detroit and the City and State of New York, demanding that statistical
adjustment be used to compensate for those estimated by the Census Bureau to have been missed or
improperly counted. The Census Bureau announced in the fall of 1980 that it did not plan to adjust its
population totals using statistical methods because it could not be sure of the number and distribution
of illegal aliens and other undercounted groups. A federal appeals court finally ruled, in 1987, that the
census figures should not be adjusted to account for the undercount because the Census Bureau's
decision not to adjust was not arbitrary and capricious.
1990

Photo Credit: US Census Bureau Public Information Office

The Census Bureau continually sought improvement to the census process; prior to the 1990 census, the
agency held close to 100 meetings across the country seeking extensive user consultation. The 1990
census used two questionnaires: A short form asked 13 questions of 100 percent of the population, and
a long form asked 45 questions of 20 percent of the population. Questions on the long form covered
topics as diverse as marital history, carpooling arrangements, number of levels in their dwelling place,
presence of elevators, and type of cooking and water-heating fuel used. Questions about the presence
of air conditioning, the number of bathrooms, and type of heating equipment, included on the 1980
long form, were dropped from the housing section of the 1990 census. An additional question on
congregate housing (such as, "Does the monthly rent include any meals?") was added and the question
on disability was revised, replacing the 1980 question on ability to use public transportation with one on
ability to go outside of the home alone and to take care of personal needs.
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Additional efforts to improve coverage and completeness included a $67 million campaign with
extensive public television, radio, and print advertising. Promotion activities included information kits
and lesson plans for schools, churches, local government outreach and partnerships, and pro bono
public service announcements. The Census Bureau built upon its "T-Night" and "M-Night" itinerate
person enumeration programs from 1980 by adding "S-Night" ("S" standing for Streets/Shelters). S-Night
was a one-night sweep of homeless shelters in major cities nationwide, and other areas where the
homeless were known to congregate. Many in the media billed this event, which took place on March
20, 1990, as a "homeless census," although there is no way to determine the proportion of the homeless
population that was counted on "S-Night."
The issue of undercounting continued to be in the forefront for the Census Bureau. Following the 1980
census, the Census Bureau initiated plans to study the possibility of statistically adjusting the 1990
census to correct for the undercount. As a part of a planned post enumeration survey (PES), the Census
Bureau would complete a contemporaneous survey of households and compare the results to
information from the census for the same block clusters. With these data, the Census Bureau hoped to
be able to develop adjustment factors to compensate for the anticipated undercount. However, in
October 1987, the Undersecretary of Commerce for Economic Affairs announced that because the
Commerce Department did not intend to statistically adjust the census for either undercounts or
overcounts, he was canceling the Census Bureau's adjustment-related planning activities for the 1990
census.
Lawsuits followed this decision, hoping to compel the Census Bureau to reconsider the use of statistical
adjustment of the population totals in light of the expected undercount from the 1990 census.
Demographic analysis showed that the 1990 census had an estimated net undercount of 1.8%, with an
appreciably larger net undercount rate for African Americans than for other residents. The PES sampled
165,000 households in 7,500 blocks, and the Census Bureau compared this data with data from the
census for the same block clusters. By comparing the data from these two sources, Census Bureau
statisticians were able to estimate the numbers and characteristics of those missed or improperly
counted by the enumeration. From there, the statisticians developed statistically-adjusted population
counts down to the block level.
Responding to mixed recommendations, the US Secretary of Commerce announced in July 1991 that he
did not find the evidence in favor of using adjusted counts to be convincing. He decided that the 1990
census would use the unadjusted totals. The issue was finally taken up by the Supreme Court, which in
March 1996 upheld the Secretary's decision not to adjust the 1990 census counts, but did not rule on
either the legality or constitutionality of the use of statistical adjustment in producing the
apportionment counts.
As to technological advancements, in 1985 the Census Bureau was the first government agency to make
information available on CD-ROM, a new and relatively untested medium. Six years later, detailed
census data, which for several decades had been available only to organizations with large mainframe
computers, was made accessible by anyone with a personal computer, which numbered in the tens of
millions by the mid-1990s.
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Photo credit: US Census Bureau Public Information Office

2000
With only seven questions, the 2000 Census short form was the shortest census questionnaire since
1820. The long form asked 52 questions of approximately 1 in 6 households (approximately a 17 percent
sample of the population). In previous censuses, responses to the race question were limited to a single
category; in 2000, for the first time, respondents could check as many boxes as necessary to identify
their race. A 1996 law mandated a new question on grandparents as care givers. Questions on disability
were expanded to include hearing and vision impairment and problems with learning, remembering or
concentrating. Questions on children ever born, source of water, sewage disposal and condominium
status, were dropped; the 1990 census short form question on rent and property value became a long
form question.
Efforts to improve participation continued for the 2000 census. To counter a decline in the
questionnaire mail-back rate, the Census Bureau embarked on an aggressive paid advertising campaign,
awarding a $167 million contract for a national and local print, television and public advertising
campaign. This campaign consisted of more than 250 television, print, radio, outdoor, and other
advertisements in 17 languages; it reached 99 percent of all U.S. residents. By the end of the campaign,
the census message - "This is your future. Don't leave it blank." - had been seen or heard an average of
50 times per person. This campaign, along with an aggressive non-response follow-up program, brought
the mail-back rate up to about 67 percent.
Following the costly litigation generated by the 1980 and 1990 censuses, the Census Bureau designed a
plan for the 2000 census that it believed would eliminate the possibility of litigation regarding statistical
adjustment of the census counts to correct for persons estimated to have been missed or duplicated.
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The plan called for using statistical sampling in two principal ways:
Instead of a 100-percent visit of non-responding households, a small percentage of those
households would be followed up on a sample basis. This sample information would be used to
estimate the number of persons and their characteristics in the remaining non-responding
households.
The Census Bureau would take a sample of 750,000 housing units to be matched to housing unit
questionnaires obtained from mail and telephone responses as well as personal visits. The goal
of this quality check survey was to develop adjustment factors for persons estimated to have
been missed or duplicated in the census and correct the census counts to produce one set of
numbers.
This was to be a “one-number census”, corrected for net coverage errors. This was in direct contrast to
the 1990 census, which resulted in two competing sets of population numbers, due to the postenumeration survey (PES).
However, there was significant congressional opposition to the use of statistical sampling in the 2000
census, so much so that there was the threat of a stalemate between congressional leadership and the
Clinton administration in the FY 1998 appropriations bill. The two sides reached a compromise, which
permitted the Census Bureau to continue to plan for sampling, while directing the agency to plan for a
census without statistical sampling. This was later referred to as "dual-track" planning.
The goal to avoid litigation failed, however. Two lawsuits were filed in 1998 – including one filed by the
U.S. House of Representatives – that challenged the constitutionality and legality of the planned uses of
sampling to produce the apportionment counts. In both cases, the federal district courts decided for the
plaintiffs. The Supreme Court agreed to hear the cases and, in Department of Commerce v. US House of
Representatives (January 1999), held that the Census Bureau's proposed plan to use statistical sampling
in the decennial census for purposes of determining congressional apportionment violated the Census
Act of 1840.
However, following the Supreme Court ruling, the Census Bureau issued a revised plan in which it stated
that it planned to produce statistically adjusted data for non-apportionment uses of census data,
including redistricting. Ultimately, this did not come to pass, and the Census Bureau rejected the use of
adjusted data for any purposes due to concerns regarding their accuracy.
Finally, technology played a very different role in the 2000 census than it had ever before. The Internet
became the principal dissemination medium for 2000 census data. All four of the detailed data files,
now called Summary Files, were available to be downloaded as soon as they were released. Individual
tables could be viewed through the Census Bureau's online database, known as the American FactFinder
(See page 22).
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2010
The 2010 census questionnaire was only slightly longer than the 7-question census of 2000, and still one
of the shortest in history. The 2010 census asked just 10 questions of all households in the United States
and Island Areas related to name, gender, age, race, ethnicity, relationship, and whether you own or
rent your home. Data about education, housing, jobs, etc. collected by previous census long form
questionnaires are now collected by the U.S. Census Bureau's annual American Community Survey (ACS
- see page 17). The use of the ACS was initiated in 1995 and, by the time of the 2010 census, was
considered a separate and distinct tool.
Also new in 2010, the census would count same-sex married couples. When noting the relationship
between household members, same-sex couples who are married could mark their spouses as being
"Husband or wife", the same response given by opposite-sex married couples. An "unmarried partner"
option was available for couples, whether same-sex or opposite-sex, who were not married.
Following the success of Census 2000's advertising efforts to increase participation, the 2010 census
featured a $133 million, 4-month advertising campaign. In total, the 2010 advertising campaign included
television, radio, print, outdoor and Internet advertising, and was produced in an unprecedented 28
languages. More than half of the budgeted advertising was targeted to media consumed by minority
and ethnic audiences. The final 2010 census mail response rate was 74 percent – an increase over
Census 2000's rate.
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What is the American Community Survey?

The American Community Survey (ACS) is a lengthy statistical survey by the U.S. Census Bureau, sent to
approximately 250,000 addresses monthly (or 3 million per year). It regularly gathers information
previously contained only in the long-form of the decennial census.
The ACS uses a series of monthly samples to produce data for the same areas formerly surveyed via the
decennial census long-form. Because the annual sample is smaller than that of the decennial Census
long-form, the ACS combines data from multiple years to produce reliable numbers for small counties,
municipalities, neighbourhoods, and other local areas. Depending on the population size of the area for
which information is sought, ACS data is available in 5-year, 3-year, and 1-year data products, and is
updated annually.

What is the difference between the Census and the ACS? Why have both?
In 1995, the Census Bureau began the process of changing the means by which they obtained
demographic, housing, social, and economic information. Rather than using the census long form once
every 10 years, they would use the ACS to collect data throughout the decade. The ACS asks for more
information, and at a higher frequency, than the simple enumeration in the decennial census. As stated
above, the ACS is a detailed statistical survey that provides data every year, giving communities the upto-date information they need to broadly plan investments and services. This data has proven vital to
planning, economic development, and decision-making and is seen by many as an improvement over
the census long form because it provides small-area information annually instead of once a decade.
More data more often can help us to rely less on trends that change in the intervening ten year gaps.

The American Community Survey (ACS) is conducted every year
to provide up-to-date information about the social and
economic needs of your community. The ACS shows how people
live--our education, housing, jobs and more. For example, results
may be used to decide where new schools, hospitals, and
emergency services are needed.3
3

US Census Bureau
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The census serves a very basic purpose: it is conducted once every 10 years to provide an official count
of the entire U.S. population to Congress for the purposes of considering the make-up of the House of
Representatives and for guiding the distribution of various federal funding dollars.
ACS data are much more detailed and much more useful because it is very timely and can be used to
paint a picture of current conditions, establish trends, and project future conditions. Finally, the ACS
dataset is released in the year immediately following the year in which they are collected.

What type of data does each provide?
The 2010 Census asked the following questions, on a single page, for each member of the household:
How many people live in the home
Are there any additional people living in the home not included in the first question
Is the home owned or rented
Telephone number
First and last name
Gender
Age
Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin
Race
Does the person sometimes live or stay elsewhere

The ACS is approximately 24 pages long and asks detailed questions in the following topic areas:
Age
Language

Origins
Income and benefits
Veteran status

Sex

Race

Ancestry

Poverty

Housing (type, financial
characteristics, physical
characteristics
Family and relationships

Health insurance

Education

Disabilities

Employment and
commute patterns/time

18 | D L T A 2 0 1 1 – D a t a t h a t T e l l s a S t o r y

All of this detail is analyzed to yield statistics that are used to help decide everything from funding for
school lunch programs to locations for new hospitals.
While very useful to many, the fact that a government program requests large amount of detailed
information through the ACS is controversial. Some of the more frequently challenged questions are
those perceived as invading personal privacy, such as: detailed relationship status; plumbing fixtures and
appliances in your home; monthly cost of electricity and water and sewer; use of Food Stamps;
questions regarding disabilities and health insurance coverage; number of times a person has been
married; and numerous questions about employment, income, and debt. Several U.S. Representatives
have challenged the ACS as unauthorized by the Census Act and that it violates the Right to Financial
Privacy Act.
The following are examples of some the questions asked in the ACS. Also provided is information as to
why the questions are asked, according to the US Census Bureau, and how the resulting answers and
information can be used to improve the quality of life in our municipalities.
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American Community Survey
Population: Questions on Place of Work and Journey to Work

COMMUNITY BENEFITS
Transportation

Emergency Preparedness

These data form the database used by
state departments of transportation
and the more than 350 metropolitan
planning organizations responsible for
comprehensive transportation planning
activities.

Police and fire departments use data about
where people work to plan emergency
services in areas of high concentrations of
employment.

Metropolitan planning organizations use
these data to manage traffic congestion
and develop strategies to mitigate
congestion, such as carpooling programs
and flexible work schedules.
Public transit agencies use these data to
plan for transit investments, identify areas
needing better transit service, determine
the most efficient routes, and plan for
services for disabled persons.

Employment
Data are used to identify patterns of
discrimination in hiring among minorities
and other population groups within labor
markets.
Banking
Financial institutions use data about
commuting patterns and occupation to
define market areas for describing lending
practices and the effects of bank mergers.

www.census.gov
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Question as it appears in the questionnaire.
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10 Which FUEL is used MOST for heating this
10 Which FUEL is used MOST for heating this

house, apartment, or mobile home?
house, apartment, or mobile home?
. How many separate rooms are in this
house, apartment, or mobile home?
Gas: from underground pipes serving the
Gas: from
underground
pipes serving the
Rooms must
be separated
by built-in
neighborhood
neighborhood
archways or walls that extend out at least
Gas: bottled, tank, or LP
6 inchesGas:
and bottled,
go from tank,
floor or
to LP
ceiling.
Electricity
Electricity
• INCLUDE bedrooms, kitchens, etc.
Fuel oil, kerosene, etc.
Fuel bathrooms,
oil, kerosene,
etc.
• EXCLUDE
porches,
balconies,
foyers,
halls,
unfinished basements.
Coal or coke
Coal
or or
coke
Wood

Number Wood
of rooms

Solar energy

Solar energy

Other fuel

Other fuel

No fuel
used rooms are bedrooms?
. How many
of these
Count as bedrooms those rooms you would
list if this house, apartment, or mobile homeSource:
were for sale or rent. If this is an
efficiency/studio apartment, print "0".

No fuel used
ACS-1(2009)KFI

MEETING FEDERAL NEEDS

Number of bedrooms

The type of primary house heating fuel has long been used as a basic indicator of the
adequacy of the American housing stock. Over the decades, there has been a dramatic shift
in the fuels used to heat America’s homes. The U.S. Department of Energy uses these data to
provide information on energy supply and consumption. Also, the U.S. Department of Energy
5
uses these data to design the 5
Residential Energy Consumption Survey (RECS),
a legislatively
mandated survey required to provide information on residential and commercial energy use.
These data are widely used by the Environmental Protection Agency for planning and impact
ACS-1(2009)KFI,
Green Pantone 354 (10, 20, 40 and 50%)
en Pantone
354
(10, 20, 40Page
and 5,
50%)
assessment.

COMMUNITY BENEFITS
Housing
Local planners use these data to identify
areas that may be at risk for unhealthy air
quality as a consequence of reliance on
less efficient and clean home heating fuels.
State and local environmental agencies
interested in promoting alternative fuels,
such as solar energy, use these data to
identify areas with favorable growth
potential.
Energy
Utility companies and fuel oil distributors
use these data to forecast the need
for additional power facilities such as

generating plants, long distance pipelines
for oil or natural gas, and long distance
transmission lines for electricity.
The Environmental Protection Agency
uses these data to assess the adequacy
of energy resources to meet present and
future needs of the general public.
Social Services
These data are needed to determine the
type of fuel used by low-income persons
and families who receive assistance under
the Low-Income Home Energy Assistance
Program.

www.census.gov
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How do I access the data?
The New American FactFinder is the internet-based access portal for data provided by the U.S. Census
Bureau. It has powerful search functions, mapping programs, and many other tools to view and
download data for analysis. The New American Factfinder replaces the earlier legacy American
Factfinder, which was phased out in the fall of 2011.

New American FactFinder: http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml

The Census Bureau conducts nearly one hundred surveys and “censuses” every year. Data from the
following surveys and censuses are available in American FactFinder:
The Decennial Census collects data every 10 years about households, income, education,
homeownership, and more for the United States, Puerto Rico, and the Island Areas.
The American Community Survey is a nationwide survey designed to provide communities a
fresh look at how they have changed over time.
The Puerto Rico Community Survey is the equivalent of the American Community Survey for
Puerto Rico.
The Economic Census profiles the U.S. economy every 5 years, from the national to the local
level, and by detailed industry and business classification.
The Population Estimates Program publishes estimated population totals for the previous year
for cities and towns, metropolitan areas, counties, and states.
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How can I use this data? (The STORY)
Utilizing data in community development and planning is not new. However, with access to such vast
amounts of data reaching new levels, the way we use the data has changed. The new data that is now
available via the American Community Survey (ACS), and many other sources, can help to inform and
simultaneously validate a community’s VISION.
Data can explain anything; data sets exist for almost everything. But the question we need to ask, as
citizens and as planners, is this: Is the data explaining what we want to explain? Is it telling us the story
we are trying to tell? This is why the VISION is so critical to the process.
When embarking on a community, regional, or ANY planning process, we cannot reasonably consider
the future or develop the “What IF” scenario until we first articulate “What IS”. That is the role that
data collection plays; it describes “What IS”. It tells the story of what the community is, and how it has
changed over time. We can also use this data to establish trends which allow us to paint a “what if
nothing changes” projection of our future.
Thus, armed with data, we can provide a picture of the reality of the region. Interestingly, this may or
may not align with popular opinion. Some of the things the data tells us might be surprising or doesn’t
quite fit or raises questions. These occurrences are precisely what can guide us in asking questions and
will help us to begin to make the necessary changes. This data is analyzed while keeping the VISION in
mind: the community’s guiding principles. The data and the trends-extended can help us establish
benchmarks for measuring performance and implementation down the road, so that we stay on track to
achieving those guiding principles.
This is a picture of where the region has been and where it might continue to go, should the current
trend continue. It is a picture that can be brought into sharper focus in order to achieve our Vision.
Perhaps knowing how long residents travel to work every day, what percentage of our population owns
vs. rents their housing unit, or whether the use of renewable energy to produce heat is escalating, etc.,
will spark an interest in change. By identifying the trends, you might decide that the story of your
community ought to and can have a different ending, a different outcome. The action that we take can
be better focused to produce the outcome (the Vision) that we desire. Focusing that Vision can begin
with Priorities – beginning at the local level, the “grassroots” level – and then working up towards the
regional level.
There are many data sets that communities can use to describe existing conditions. These include
typical things such as population, age distribution, median household income, and the like. In addition
to this data, there is another kind of data known as Indicator data that goes a step beyond this.
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Indicators
As planners, our objective is to reach a shared vision for the future, develop metrics (community
indicators) by which to measure progress, and commit to action to reach the goals/vision.
There is a growing awareness of the need to integrate community indicators and performance
measurement efforts at the community level to better assess the position and progress of communities
quality of life and to better engage community citizens and other key stakeholders in the development
and use of community indicators and performance measures used by governmental and non-profit
organizations alike.
Lasting community change is built around knowing where you are (What IS), where you want to be
(Vision), and whether your efforts are making a difference. Indicators are a necessary ingredient for
sustainable change. And the process of selecting community indicators -- who chooses, how they
choose, what they choose -- is as important as the data you select. A common saying holds true: better
a rough measure of the important than precise nonsense.
Indicators are not just data, but rather they are data we have selected in order to track whether we are
working toward our Vision, or whether we need to make adjustments. Indicators provide insight into
the overall direction of a community: whether it is improving, declining, or staying the same, or is some
mix of all three.4
As an organizing concept, we want to look to see how “well” a community is. Community well-being (as
an alternative term to “sustainable communities” or “healthy communities”) can be measured within a
framework. This framework contains the following parts: Environment (natural systems/agriculture),
Economics (the built environment), and Education (people/social capital). There is a mutually
supportive relationship of natural and built environments that, along with economic and social capital,
provide the means to achieve individual and community well-being. The idea is to integrate natural
systems, social systems, and human aspiration into all planning efforts and decision-making.

4

American Planning Association, Planning Advisory Service, Report Number 517 – “Community Indicators”
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Environment

Community
Well-being
Education

Economics

Sustainable communities are cities and towns that prosper because people work
together to produce a high quality of life that they want to sustain and constantly
improve. They are communities that flourish because they build a mutually supportive,
dynamic balance between social well-being, economic opportunity, and environmental
quality.
-President’s Council on Sustainable Development (1997)

Benchmarks are targets of where a community wants to be. Indicators are the data sets we use to
determine what is happening, and whether we are on the right path.
To be effective, the community VISION must be described in sufficient detail so that we can identify the
data that are represented by that picture.
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For example, a community’s vision might include widespread reliance upon renewable energy use.
Perhaps a 20-year goal would be to see renewable energy provide at least 75% of the community’s
energy needs. Various data sets can provide explain the current conditions, the “What IS”, of the
community. The map below shows the total KW production of energy by wind and solar resources (two
types of renewable energy). This KW data might constitute a benchmark by which to monitor
performance over time. Clearly, if a community substantially increases its renewable energy KW output
over a period of 10 years, it is on the right track. The KW output, then, would serve as one Indicator by
which to measure progress toward this particular goal, this part of the community’s vision.

Figure 1. Renewable Energy in the CMRPC Region – Wind and Solar

As with most things in planning, the community must be part of the discussion choose which indicators
will be tracked. The dialogue required to agree on the appropriate indicators will more likely lead to a
process that is meaningful to the largest number of stakeholders in the community. This is why it is so
critical that the vision leads the way. Indicators are the indisputable data sets, so it is imperative that
the community agrees on and remains true to the local vision. It is also essential to ask the right
questions. What is it that we want to know?
30 | D L T A 2 0 1 1 – D a t a t h a t T e l l s a S t o r y

Some key things to think about when a community embarks on such an effort are5:
Be specific in your goals, and know how you will be able to measure progress. The goal/vision
might be that 0% of the population is below the poverty line. If the What IS data shows that
10% of the population currently lives below the poverty line, the benchmark might be to reduce
that percentage by half within 5 years. This system of establishing benchmarks and indicators
provides the tools by which citizens and planners can measure progress. One indicator might be
rates of participation in free/reduced lunch programs in the public schools.
Define issues as “integrated systems,” not limited to municipal boundaries. Although
communities typically look within their political boundaries, they are engaged in regional and
local issues and dynamics as well.
Measure progress at the neighbourhood and regional levels as well as community-wide. This can
be important to understanding whether the Vision has been realized, or whether it’s been
realized only in one limited area while at the same time simply relocating those areas of concern
to another area. Average income levels within a community, for example, do not reflect
discrepancies between neighbourhoods and may mask real problems.
Respond to the community’s own sense of its priorities. Indicators that touch the soul of a town
are more effective than what an outsider might identify as important. An example of this is the
annual Charles River One Mile Swim in Boston. After decades of pollution, the Charles River has
benefited from the ongoing Clean Charles River Initiative, which was started in 1995 to restore
the river’s ecological health. The Charles River Swimming Club was founded in 2005 with an aim
to raise awareness of and celebrate the efforts that went into cleaning the river, as well as to
highlight the need for continued clean-up to enable recreational swimming in the future. The
ability to swim in the Charles River is the benchmark – the performance measure of riparian
health. The quantitative data to back this up is the reduction in bacteria count, and other
scientific data. A similar initiative might be the Blackstone River’s “Fishable Swimmable 2013”
campaign.
Include qualitative as well as quantitative measures. Perception is often as important as reality.
Quantitative measurements may not create the community buzz that changes how people think
about their community. The tipping point to perception is when everyone is talking about
something, like when a community blog generates hundreds of comments about the amount of
recyclable material going into the waste stream, rather than a data point being posted on the
town’s website.

5

“Assessing Sustainability: A Guide for Local Governments”, Wayne Feiden, FAICP et al, American Planning
Association, July 2011.

31 | D L T A 2 0 1 1 – D a t a t h a t T e l l s a S t o r y

32 | D L T A 2 0 1 1 – D a t a t h a t T e l l s a S t o r y

Sub-regional example – Housing in CMRPC’s Northeast Sub-region

The following is an example of the road down which that data might take you. In addition to
demonstrating how indicator data can help paint a story, this example illustrates some of the nuances
and limitations of data sets. The communities in the Northeast sub-region are: Berlin, Boylston,
Northborough, Shrewsbury, and Westborough.
Our objective was to look at housing at the sub-regional level in order to identify some correlations that
might be found in various data sets, and which could begin to tell the “housing story” of this sub-region.
Using the 2005-2009 American Community Survey, we began to explore the relevant data:

Data point #1: Do you own or rent your home?
% of households with:

mortgage

rent

 Berlin:

84.8%

15.2%

 Boylston:

84.5%

15.5%

 Northborough:

84.5%

15.5%

 Shrewsbury:

74.1%

25.9%

 Westborough:

63.4%

36.6%

Not surprisingly, we learned that the data confirmed our perception that this sub-region is heavily
characterized by homeownership, rather than renting. Interestingly, we also learn that the more
populous and more densely built communities have more renters, suggesting more rental opportunities.

Data point #2: When did you move in to your home?
1990
or more recently

1980
or earlier

 Berlin:

62.1%

26.4%

 Boylston:

65.4%

17.4%

 Northborough:

70.4%

15.1%

 Shrewsbury:

76.1%

15.1%

 Westborough:

80.4%

10.7%
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This particular data point requires careful consideration. This question did not ask “when did you move
to town?” It asked “When did you move into your home?” The limitation of this data point is that you
cannot conclude that 80% of Westborough residents moved to town in the last 20 years. What you can
conclude is that 80% of Westborough residents moved into their home in the last 20 years. This data
does not necessarily tell you that folks stay in Westborough for a long time, because this question does
not capture folks that might have lived in Westborough their entire lives, but have moved multiple times
in-town.
What it does tell us is that only 10% of Westborough residents have lived in their home for more than 30
years which, coincidentally, is the typical term of a mortgage. This is the smallest percentage in the subregion, and suggests higher turnover of housing occupancy within the sub-region. In Berlin, over 26% of
people have lived in their home for more than 30 years. This tells us that there is longevity or, more
accurately, significant neighbourhood stability, in Berlin.
A takeaway from this particular example is that as we spend time mining the data, it is important to
understand what the data set is actually telling us. Misinterpreting this one could have led to an
erroneous conclusion.

Data point #3: Housing affordability
% of households paying more than
30%
of income
on aVISION:
mortgage:
The picture
of the

o
o

o

% of households paying more than
30% of income on rent:

Berlin:is in
48.2%
Who
the picture?
What/are we driving?
Boylston: 30.3%
Where are we working

 Berlin: 34.1%
 Boylston: 18.4%

 Northborough: 33.9%

 Northborough: 47%

 Shrewsbury: 33%

 Shrewsbury: 42.7%

 Westborough: 31.4%

 Westborough: 30.2%

The universally-accepted definition of “housing affordability” is spending not more than 30% of your
income on housing. Nearly one-half of Berlin residents who own their homes are paying more than 30%
of their income on housing. This could be attributed to the fact that Berlin had the highest median sales
price in the sub-region in nearly each year since 2000. However, it is worth noting that that particular
data point also tells us that the median sales price of a home in Berlin dropped from $401,000 in 2009 to
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$295,500 in 2010 – a 30% decrease – the largest decrease in the sub-region by far. This is something to
look into further.
In contrast, when it comes to renting a home, Northborough is “unaffordable” for nearly half of its
renters. This raises questions about the stock of Northborough’s rental units, particularly when one
compares homeownership versus rental characteristics within the sub-region. Berlin, Boylston, and
Northborough have virtually identical statistics for this data point: 85% of their residents own and 15%
rent. To further pursue this, we might then take a look at vacancy rates to see if there is a correlation
with affordability. Unfortunately, this particular ACS data is unreliable at the community level for Berlin
and Boylston, indicating that both communities have an ownership and rental vacancy rate of 0% with
very high margins of error. The ACS shows that Northborough has 196 vacant housing units with
vacancy rates of 2.4% and 9.6% for ownership and rental units, respectively. The US Department of
Housing and Urban Development has established an acceptable vacancy rate of 5% for rental units to
ensure adequate choice for consumers and to balance supply and demand. Northborough’s rental
vacancy rate is nearly twice that rate, suggesting a surplus of rental units in the market. Given the
identified affordability issue in the rental housing market in Northborough, one might conclude that this
is a reason for the surplus in vacant units. However, location, quality, and other factors might be the
cause. Further research to confirm this is necessary, but looking at multiple data points in this example
leads us to ask important questions.
Given Berlin’s high percentage of homeowners paying more than 30% of their income on housing, it
might be interesting to take a closer look at Berlin and see if other data sets help to paint a clearer
picture. Does income or educational attainment play a role in this story?

Data point #4: Median household income
 Shrewsbury: $83,608
 Boylston: $85,642
 Berlin: $91,856
 Westborough: $96,623
 Northborough: $101,272

Berlin finds itself in the middle of the sub-region for median household income. However, since we also
know that jobs located in Berlin pay an average annual salary of approximately $34,000, it is clear that
most people who live in Berlin work somewhere else6. When we look at the types of jobs that Berlin
residents work in, we see that nearly 45% of residents work in jobs defined as “management,
6

Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development, 2010
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professional and related occupations”, followed by “sales and office occupations” at 25%. That accounts
for 70% of Berlin’s residents, with the remaining 30% working in the following occupations: service;
farming, fishing, and forestry; construction, extraction, maintenance, and repair; and production,
transportation, and material moving occupations.
In addition to median household income, ACS also tracks mean household income. Median income is
the amount which divides the income distribution into two equal groups, half having income above that
amount and half having income below that amount. Mean income (average) is the amount obtained by
dividing the total aggregate income of a group by the number of units in that group. 7
The median income is considered by many statisticians to be a better indicator than the average
household income as it is not dramatically affected by unusually high or low values. That is, the mean is
very sensitive to the most abnormal of values, particularly very high values. In the case of Berlin, it is
interesting to observe that while the median household income is $91,856, the mean household income
is $106,359. The mean has been skewed by the nearly 20% of households that earn in excess of
$150,000 annually. When the total number of households is quite small (1,057 in Berlin’s case), this is
significant.

Data point #5: Educational attainment
High School only

High School or higher

Bachelor’s or higher

 Berlin:

32.6%

93.1%

34.4%

 Boylston:

25%

96.8%

46.5%

 Northborough:

16.9%

93.9%

57.1%

 Shrewsbury:

17.9%

95.1%

55.6%

 Westborough:

12.1%

93.0%

62.8%

What does educational attainment tell us? We know that, of the residents in Berlin aged 25 years and
over, 93.1% have a high school diploma or higher (consistent with the sub-region), but 34.4% have a
bachelor’s degree or higher, which is the lowest in the sub-region by more than 12%. To continue this
line of inquiry, we learned that Berlin also has the highest percentage of residents with only a high
school diploma, at nearly one-third. This is interesting because we typically expect to see a relationship
between educational attainment and wages, but we don’t see that here, with the relatively high median
and mean household incomes in Berlin.

7

US Census Bureau
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The “Berlin Story”
Based on the previous discussion, we have a few pieces of information that begin to tell the Housing
Story about Berlin:
Quite high median income: according to a standard Department of Housing and Community
Development housing calculator, a $92,000 median household income would make a $350,000
mortgage affordable, aligning with the median sales price of homes in Berlin in six of the past
ten years;
Relatively high median house prices compared to the sub-region;
45% of Berlin residents work in management and professional fields;
Nearly half of town residents are paying more than 30% of their income on housing;
Berlin has a comparatively high percentage of residents with only a high school diploma;
More than one-fourth of the households in Berlin (26%) have occupied these homes for at least
30 years, suggesting longevity in their neighbourhood and, therefore, in town.

This short data exercise is a launching off point for a more detailed analysis through the lens of the
community itself. What community values or over-arching VISION exists in Berlin? What indicators/data
points can help fill in the blanks relative to the housing story? What local factors must be considered in
order to paint a more complete picture of housing in Berlin? Are there policy decisions or changes to be
made at the community level to address these findings?

The purpose of this example is to show that there are a multitude of similar kinds of analyses that help
to create the picture of a town, a sub-region, and a larger region. A starting point of looking at housing
in a sub-region led to thinking about how seemingly unrelated pieces of data do in fact relate to one
another, which in turn led us to consider many more questions. Sometimes data analysis ends in a neat
package of correlations and logical explanations. More often, though, it opens the door to more
questions and the need for a fine-tuned examination of local factors, combined with a clear
understanding of community values and the Vision, before the answers become apparent.
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The Process

Data
What IS
and
Where you're Going

Check In

VISION

How are you doing?
Are you moving
in the right Direction,
Toward the Vision?

Know what you
WANT TO BE

Action
Implement the Plan
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Plan
HOW to get from
where you're going to
where you want to be
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Appendix 1 – Data within a Master Plan
Data collection needs a framework in order to organize all of the different parts and possible data sets.
One way of doing that is the elements of a comprehensive Master Plan.
Examples of possible indicators within the framework of a Master Plan are:
1. Land Use
Land Use - change over time
Land Use - (Land Developed and Land Protected)
Population
Age distribution
Population Density
Wealth - income - poverty rate

2. Housing
Housing Types
Sales prices
Values
SHI
Building permits
Workforce Housing - (Housing Affordability Gap)
Commercial occupancy rate or vacancy rate
Vacant and abandoned properties - Commercial
Vacant and abandoned properties - Residential
Assessed value of vacant and abandoned properties
Property tax liens on vacant and abandoned properties
Homeless shelters/homeless per capita
Wait time for subsidized housing
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3. Economic Development
New businesses since 2005
Employment - where are the jobs in the community?
Employers and number of employees
Annual rate of job growth
Percent residents employed in all industries
Employment and Workforce Wages - (Employment and
Payroll by Industry
Largest employers by area: Central Mass, municipality,
etc.
Largest Employers in Worcester NECTA
Commercial occupancy rate or vacancy rate
Vacant and abandoned properties - Commercial
Building permits – over time
Priority Development areas
Identified infrastructure needs

4. Natural and Cultural Resources
Arts or Cultural institutions
Community events; number and type
Food supplies/farms
Mass farm stands, farms, CSA’s, etc.
Water Quality - (Drinking Water Quality and Quantity)
Drinking Water Public Health Orders
Water quality assessment reports for watersheds
Air Quality - AQI
Water Resources
Prime Ag soils
Habitat - BioMap2 (includes wetlands, vernal pools)

5. Open Space and Recreation
Protected Open Space
Lists of recreational facilities
Acres of Open Space per person
Open Space and Recreation Plan priorities
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6. Services and Facilities/Municipal
Senior services - meals on wheels; senior center
Social services
EJ communities
Assessed value of all properties
Distribution of assessed value by property type
Taxable and tax-exempt property
Total tax levy
Value of new construction
% of tax base and tax revenues derived from new
construction
Assessed value of vacant and abandoned properties
Total municipal spending per resident
Average SF home tax bill
Tax Rate
Non-taxable property

Additional topics
1.

Circulation

VMT – Vehicle Miles Traveled: The transportation
sector is responsible for about half of all greenhouse
gas emissions.
Miles of sidewalk
Street miles with dedicated bike routes
Trails and bikepaths
Miles of transit routes
Road miles by municipality
Fixed and non-fixed transit route service
Registered Motor Vehicles by Municipality

2.

Energy/Climate Change

Pollution indicators (21E, air quality, water quality)
Tier Classified Chapter 21E Sites
Mass Air Monitoring Reports and Studies
Recycling rates per community
Energy Supply and Use (incl how much electricity is
used and how it is generated: solar and wind)
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3.

Health, Safety, and Education

Access To Healthcare - (HHS: Enrolled vs. Not In
Healthcare Plan)
Health Risks - (HHS: Substance Abuse = drugs, smoking,
obesity, alcohol, hypertension)
Youth Wellness - (High School Dropout Rates, infant
mortality rate, low birth weight rate)
Access to Hospital/Health Care
Child abuse and neglect rate
Teen pregnancy rate
Infant mortality rate
Physician rate per 1000
Health Status Indicators
Mortality rate
Obesity
Annual report on births by occurrence and residence
Class size
Dropout rate
Average MCAS Scores
Higher Education
% Low income students by school
School and District Profiles (includes enrollment &
MCAS scores)
Educational Attainment
Crime rate per 1000
Fire dept (call dept? Types of calls)
Home land security
Crime
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Appendix 2. Tiers of Indicators
Indicators, as has been mentioned, may not be appropriate for all levels. Below is an example of some
potential indicators (again, these should be established through a local context) and how they might be
divided into local, sub-regional, and regional groupings. There is some overlap, as many indicators are
appropriate in more than one geographic context.
Local
Land Use - change over time
Energy use
Protected open space/natural resources
Employment & unemployment = net
importer/exporter
Occupation
Acres of Open Space per person
Building permits – trends – development
pressure? What type?
Vacancy rate – commercial and residential
Voter turnout/registration – civic vitality
EJ communities
Community events/festivals
Social services – seniors, disabled, homeless
Poverty rate
Population – age distribution - # college students
- tenure in community – educational attainment
- trends
Farms – prime ag soils – CSA’s – farmers markets
Housing – SHI, type, median price (trends)
Education: dropout rates, class size, higher ed,
%low income students, MCAS?, school-age pop
trends
Health: obesity, smoking, substance abuse, teen
pregnancy
Access to food
21E sites
Recycling rates
Crime rate
Av tax bill (trends)
Non-taxable property
Assessed value by property type
Miles of sidewalk, trails
Street miles with dedicated bike routes
WRTA
Commute type
Traffic accidents
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Sub-Regional
Energy Supply and Use
Land Use – change over time
Protected open space
Employment and unemployment - trends
Largest employers
Wages
Social services: senior, disabled, homeless, etc.
Poverty rate, homeless
Population, age distribution, # college students trends
Housing – SHI, type, median price (trends)
Education: dropout rates, class size, higher ed,
%low income students, MCAS?, school-age pop
trends
Health: obesity, smoking, substance abuse, teen
pregnancy
Health: access to health care
Physician rate/1000
Access to food
Housing – SHI, type, median price (trends)
21E sites, Air quality
Waste generation, recycling
EJ communities
VMT, origin/destination, commute type
Sidewalks, trails, bike lanes
Miles of transit
Events, festivals – cultural organizations
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Regional
Land use – change over time
Protected open space
State parks
Energy supply and use
Largest employers
Wages
Labour force, labour market profile
Commercial vacancy rate
Social services: seniors, disabled, homeless
Population change over time/age distribution
Housing – median sales price; regional SHI
Events, festivals – cultural organizations
Housing – median sales price; regional SHI
EJ communities
VMT, origin/destination, commute type
Sidewalks, trails, bike lanes
Miles of transit
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