
Census Tracts 

What you should know about the 
Participant Statistical Areas Program  

(PSAP) 
 



Classes of Census Geography 

•Political Geography: (Good for Comparative Analysis) 
• States, Counties, Cities, American Indian Reservations, Townships, etc… 

• These boundaries may change between censuses 

• Statistical Geography: (Best for Spatial Analysis) 
• Census Tracts, Block Groups, Census Blocks, Census Designated Places 

(CDPs) 
• Designed for planning, research, and analysis in the public and private sector 
• Tracts and block groups do not change between censuses…tracts have 

”comparability” 
 



State 
County              

Census Tract                 CDPs (sub-county, do not nest) 
Relatively homogeneous population characteristics 
Population Criteria: 1,200 – 8,000  optimum: 4,000 

Block Group 
Smallest Geography for American Community Survey data  
Population Criteria: 600 - 3,000 optimum: 1,500 
 Census Block 

Bounded on all sides by visible and nonvisible features 
A city block in urban areas 
Basic building block for all other census geography 

 

Statistical Geography Hierarchy 



• In 1906, Dr. Walter Laidlaw, director of the Population Research 
Bureau of the New York Federation of Churches, published an 
article putting forth the idea of delineating and using small 
geographic areas as a method of studying neighborhoods in New 
York city.  

• https://www.census.gov/history/www/programs/geography/tract
s_and_block_numbering_areas.html 

 

Why Census Tracts? 

https://www.census.gov/history/www/programs/geography/tracts_and_block_numbering_areas.html
https://www.census.gov/history/www/programs/geography/tracts_and_block_numbering_areas.html


1790 First Decennial Census 
 
 1890 First delineation of small geographic areas called “sanitary districts” 

 
 
 

1906 Dr. Walter Laidlaw suggested the delineation of permanent, small geographic 
 areas that would retain their boundaries from census to census 
 

 
 

1910 Dr. Laidlaw divided NYC into “districts” and asked Census to do the same for 
 seven other cities 
 

 
 

1940 The census tract became an official geographic entity for which the Census Bureau 
 would publish data. Census tracts covered major cities and block number areas (BNAs) 
 covered many other cities. 
 

 
 

1990 Census tracts or BNAs covered the entire nation (and so do blocks) 
 
 2000 The BNA concept was retired and census tracts were defined nationwide 
 

History of the Census Tract 



From: Mintz, S., & McNeil, S. (2016). Digital History. Retrieved 05/11/2018 from: 
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu 
 
The New Deal did not end the Depression. Nor did it significantly redistribute 
income. It did, however, provide Americans with economic security that they had 
never known before…..  
 
The New Deal's greatest legacy was a shift in government philosophy. As a result of 
the New Deal, Americans came to believe that the federal government has a 
responsibility to ensure the health of the nation's economy and the welfare of its 
citizens.  

Birth of Census Demographics? 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/


Since the New Deal, Census demographics have helped business 
and industry identify needs for resource distribution: 
 
• Emergency response by federal and state agencies 
• Health care providers plan for services and staff 
• Retail business plan for outlet locations 
• Non-Profits applying for funding such as CDBG and other grants 
• Transportation officials plan and construct infrastructure based 

on need 
 
In a study conducted at The George Washington University, data 
from the 2020 Census will help distribute over $500 billion dollars 
through 16 Federal Assistance Programs… 
 

Why are Tract Data Important? 

https://gwipp.gwu.edu/counting-dollars-2020-initial-analysis




Tract Changes in Travis County 
1940-2010 





Tracts for Emergency Management 





Resources 

• National Historical GIS (Historical tract boundaries and 
data)  

 https://www.nhgis.org/ 

• Houston by the Numbers (Hurricane Harvey Data)  

https://houstonrecovers.org/numbers/ 

• TIGER/Line® downloads and TIGERWeb REST services 

https://www.census.gov/geo/maps-data/data/tiger.html 

• Economic Development Administration 

 https://www.eda.gov/programs/disaster-recovery/ 
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