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The Census Bureau 

provides detailed 

national, regional, 

local, and 

neighborhood 

demographic data. 

Advocates often need statistical information to support legal claims. For example, in researching 

a jurisdiction’s compliance with the housing element of the general plan, advocates may need to 

know the number of rental versus home ownership units in an area. Race and class statistics can 

show segregation trends in a geographic area and suggest or demonstrate 

violations of fair housing laws. This chapter provides the basic information 

necessary to begin exploring the wealth of online demographic data and 

data processing tools. The chapter focuses on the U.S. Census Bureau but 

is not an exhaustive account of the Bureau’s resources or of the other 

online mapping applications mentioned. Instead, this chapter provides a 

basic “hands on” tutorial for the Bureau’s website and suggests additional 

data and mapping resources that may be useful to advocates.2 

The Bureau provides detailed national, regional, local, and neighborhood demographic data. The 

Bureau’s webpage provides access to all of the Bureau’s data collections, including Decennial 

Census and American Community Survey data.3 Online analysis tools including mapping 

applications are also available through the website. 

Bureau surveys, such as the Decennial Census, are the primary sources of data for most 

demographic data projects and can be an important piece of any advocate’s toolbox. Part I of this 

chapter outlines the basic navigation and use of the Bureau’s website. Part II explores advanced 

uses of the Bureau’s website including obtaining demographic data pertaining to a particular area 

or subject. Part II also provides a summary of alternative data sources for housing advocacy. 

Finally, Part III provides a list of online mapping applications, focusing on California-specific 

applications. 

1 Many thanks to Legal Services of Northern California for providing the first draft of this Chapter. 
2 Due to the “hands on” nature of the tutorial, this Guide is best utilized by accessing the Internet 
while reading and working through Parts I and II. 
3 The American Community Survey (ACS) provides updated Census information for significant 
metropolitan areas. Unlike the Decennial Census, however, it is limited to cities and towns and 
does not provide information for smaller areas. The ACS is a good place to look to check recent 
trends in a city. 
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I. The Bureau Website 

The Bureau’s homepage is located at http://www.census.gov/. The homepage provides links to 

information regarding the Bureau, Bureau-produced data sets,4 and other information. American 

FactFinder is the primary portal to access Bureau economic, population, and geographic data. 

American FactFinder can be accessed through the Bureau main page or at 

http://factfinder.census.gov. American FactFinder provides access to a variety of surveys 

conducted by the Bureau including the Decennial Censuses, the American Community Surveys 

(ACS), American Housing Survey,5 and the Economic Censuses.6 

Review the Frequently Asked Questions (“FAQ”) and Glossary pages accessible from the links 

located along the top of the American FactFinder homepage. The FAQ provides information 

ranging from how to download data sets to finding demographic data for zip code areas. The 

Glossary provides definitions of terms used in Bureau surveys. Because common definitions may 

differ from Bureau definitions, it is important to familiarize yourself with Bureau definitions in the 

Glossary. Bureau definitions of race and ethnicity can be confusing, so new users will save hours 

of time by reading the Glossary section.7 A failure to understand Census definitions will lead to 

incorrect conclusions about community demographics that may undermine the validity of 

community advocacy efforts. 

Links to “Data Sets” and to topic-specific search engines, such as “Housing,” “People,” and “Fact 

Sheets” are found on the left side of the American FactFinder homepage. The topic-specific 

search engines are useful for general research and for finding demographic characteristics of 

states, counties, and cities. These search engines will not provide data regarding the spatial 

location of people with specified demographic characteristics within a geographic region. For 

example, these search engines describe housing characteristics in Los Angeles such as total 

units, ownership versus rental units, and occupied versus unoccupied units. However, these 

engines cannot provide the spatial distribution of owner and rental units throughout the city, so 

they are less useful when determining whether there is segregation by neighborhood or zip code. 

                                                      
4 “Data sets” are the different surveys conducted by the Bureau. The most recent Decennial 
Census is one type of dataset. 
5 American Housing Survey is sponsored by the Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) but conducted by the Census Bureau. It includes information about owner and renter 
occupied housing, unit size, rent or mortgage costs, and habitability issues. More information at: 
http://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/ahs.html. 
6 The Economic Census is measure of business and the economy conducted every five years. It 
includes information about retail sales, types of businesses, the number of employees and wages 
of employees in different business sectors. More information at: 
http://www.census.gov/econ/census/data/. 
7 For an extensive analysis of the Hispanic/Latino Census category see CLARA E. RODRIGUEZ, 
CHANGING RACE: LATINOS, THE CENSUS, AND THE HISTORY OF ETHNICITY IN THE UNITED STATES 
(2000). 

http://www.census.gov/
http://factfinder.census.gov/
http://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/ahs.html
http://www.census.gov/econ/census/data/
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In many cases, the general data provided by the topic search engines is only a starting point. The 

composition of a city’s population might be useful, but most advocates will be more interested in 

segregation patterns in the region. Parts II and III will address the appropriate tools for acquiring 

such data. 

II. Using Available Census Data 

This section focuses on the acquisition of data for specific geographic areas within a city. The 

Bureau is prohibited from distributing data that could be used to identify survey participants, so 

specific information may be omitted in some cases. Details about what information the Bureau 

suppresses to protect individual privacy can be accessed by clicking the “Data Protection & 

Privacy Policy” link at the bottom of the American FactFinder homepage. 

The smallest geographic unit of Census data is called a “block.” Multiple blocks are combined to 

make a “block group.” Multiple block groups are combined to make a “tract.” Census block groups 

and blocks are, in most instances, the most useful geographic unit because they contain the most 

detailed information and can be used to compare neighborhoods. 

A. Steps to Access Census Block and Census Tract Data 

Step 1: The first step to acquiring Census block and block group data is to locate the tract, block 

group and block numbers for that area. There are several different ways to locate these numbers. 

You can enter a specific street address using the “Address Search” tool at the bottom right of the 

American FactFinder page. Alternatively, if you want to look at a larger area, you can use the 

mapping tool to select a specific area. To use the map: 

• Access the “Reference Maps” page on the right hand side (towards the bottom) of the 

American FactFinder homepage (http://factfinder.census.gov). 

o Select a state, e.g., California, then click go. 

• A page will appear with the map of the selected area. 

o Select the specific geography you want to analyze from the “Select Geographies” 

drop-down menu, e.g., County. 

o To display the block groups, click on the “Boundaries and Features” option. 

• Select the year you wish to view block groups from, i.e., 2010. 

• Then check the “Boundary” and “Label” boxes next to 

“2010 Block Group.” 

http://factfinder.census.gov/


 

 

Housing for All: Western Center on Law & Poverty’s Affordable Housing Manual 

Using the Census Bureau’s Webpage: A Hands-On Guide 
5.5 

• Click “Update.” 

o You may need to zoom in to select the specific county in which you are looking 

for block groups. 

• Once you find the county you are looking for, click on it to select it. 

o Once the map is changed to the desired location, you can zoom in more to be 

able to see the block groups. The legend on the left hand side explains the 

different colored numbers and boundary lines on the map. For example, block 

numbers are all the same color. 

o On the far left at the top in the “Your Selections” box, you can identify which 

selections are reflected on the map, clear selections, or save your search. 

o To print or download, select one of those options from the blue bar at the top 

of the map. 

By following the directions above, users can obtain maps of Census tracts, block groups and 

blocks. This area map serves as a reference document to help easily extract Census data for 

specific block groups and blocks in the area. Print a copy for easy reference. 

Step 2: After creating an area map illustrating the location of Census block groups and blocks, it 

is simple to access demographic data relevant to those areas. Before beginning this process, 

download and copy the map previously created in Step 1. 

The process for retrieving Census data is the same regardless of the data set or survey used. 

This section describes the process for obtaining a single type of data; it will explain how 

advocates working on local housing element advocacy may obtain the percentage of owner-

occupied versus renter-occupied units in several block groups in the community. The same 

process can be used to access other types of Census data. 

• Home ownership and rental rates are tracked in the Decennial Census. From the 

American FactFinder homepage (http://factfinder.census.gov), click the link 

“Guided Search” at the top of the page. 

• From the Guided Search page: 

o Select “I’m looking for information about housing.” 

o Click “next.” 

http://factfinder.census.gov/
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• A new “Topics” page will appear with several housing topics to choose from. 

o Select one or more of the topics (For example, to find information about 

Occupancy and Vacancy Status, select that topic, which is under 

“Occupancy Characteristic.”) 

o The topic will be added to your selections, then click “next.” 

• The user is brought to the “Geographies” page. 

o Select a geographic type from the scroll-down menu. 

o Select “Block Group,” which is under State and County. 

o Select a state from the scroll-down menu, e.g., California. 

o Select a county from the scroll-down menu, e.g., Los Angeles. 

o Select the block groups you want to see or select all block groups within that 

county, and then click “Add to your Selections.” 

o Click “next.” 

• A “Race/Ethnic Groups” page will appear. 

o You may search by specific race/ethnic group category or skip this step. 

• A “Search Results” page will appear, displaying all of available tables, files, and 

documents based on your search criteria. 

o Choose one of them based on the type of data you are searching for, e.g., 

“Total Population in Occupied Housing Units by Tenure 

(ID: H11; Dataset: 2010 SF1 100% Data).” 

• A new page will appear, displaying the data you chose. 

o You can print or download these data from the “Actions” bar. 

After downloading the document, you can manipulate the data using Excel to calculate the 

percentage of rental and ownership units in each of the selected block groups. However, these 

data may not be very helpful unless the information is on a map. Part III introduces the online 

mapping applications. In many circumstances, you will not need to go through the process 

described above since the data compilation will occur from within the online mapping 

applications. However, mapping applications have limitations and there may be cases that require 

users to compile their own data. Furthermore, when presenting maps to communities, city 
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councils, or planners, advocates may be asked for the actual numbers upon which the map is 

based. Therefore, the process described above can be helpful to advocacy efforts. 

B. Other Data Sources 

In addition to the Bureau, several other sources may contain demographic data useful to housing 

advocacy. Sources include: 

• Center for Urban Policy Research: State of the Nation’s Cities Project 

http://pppolicy.rutgers.edu/cupr/sonc/sonc.htm 

o This database contains information on 77 American cities and suburbs. The 

database brings together over 3,000 variables from a wide variety of sources, 

allowing easy comparison of indicators on housing and land-use, income and 

poverty, employment and economic development, demographic measures, fiscal 

conditions, and a host of other health, social, and environmental indicators. 

• FFIEC Home Mortgage Disclosure Act 

www.ffiec.gov/hmda/ 

o The Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA) provides public loan data that can 

be used to assist (1) in determining whether financial institutions are serving the 

housing needs of their communities and (2) in identifying discriminatory lending 

patterns. FFIEC produces aggregate tables for each metropolitan statistical area 

(MSA) or metropolitan division (MD), and individual institution disclosure reports. 

Aggregate tables of home mortgage lending activity and disclosure reports from 

1999 through 2005 are available on this site. These FFIEC Reports are 

accessible through the “Reports” link of the FFIEC main page. 

III. Third-Party Mapping Applications 

The Bureau provides a limited online mapping application, however, third parties have created 

easier and more user-friendly online mapping applications. This section focuses on applications 

provided by third parties. 

As community mapping gains prominence as an effective community advocacy tool, more 

universities, non-profits and other organizations are making online mapping applications available 

to the public. This section provides brief descriptions of some of the most helpful online mapping 

http://pppolicy.rutgers.edu/cupr/sonc/sonc.htm
http://www.ffiec.gov/hmda/
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applications but does not address the specific strengths and weaknesses of each tool in detail. 

Advocates are encouraged to explore these applications.8 

A. Mapping Applications 

California Housing Partnership Corporation 

http://chpc.net/advocacy-research/preservation/policymap/ 

The California Housing Partnership Corporation’s Mapping Tool allows users to map California's 

affordable subsidized housing. The tool brings together property-level information with useful data 

on poverty and renter cost burdens. It is a practical resource for those committed to tracking and 

preserving affordable housing in their region. As of this writing CHPC’s mapping tool is 

unavailable due to an upgrade. It will be available in early 2017. 

National Housing Preservation Database 

http://www.preservationdatabase.org/ 

The National Housing Preservation Database incorporates all available data on federally 

subsidized housing properties. The database also features a mapping tool that displays all 

federally subsidized housing properties by type on an interactive map. The mapping tool allows 

users to view the assisted housing portfolio in user specified areas. 

Location Affordability Index 

http://www.locationaffordability.info/lai.aspx 

HUD’s Location Affordability Index helps users get a more complete understanding of the costs of 

living in a given location by accounting for variations between households, neighborhoods, and 

regions, all of which impact affordability. The index contains maps and other data tools that can 

help advocates, community developers, planners, and policymakers make data-driven decisions 

about local and regional planning and investment. 

Social Explorer 

www.socialexplorer.com 

Social Explorer is an online mapping application that allows the user to access historical data 

going back to the 18th Century to better understand the trends behind the numbers. 

                                                      
8 For an introduction to community mapping as an advocacy tool, visit www.policylink.org. 

http://chpc.net/advocacy-research/preservation/policymap/
http://www.preservationdatabase.org/
http://www.locationaffordability.info/lai.aspx
http://www.socialexplorer.com/
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B. Secondary Sources 

Legal Services of Northern California 

https://lsntap.org/node/463 

Legal Services of Northern California has assembled an array of mapping information ranging 

from online mapping applications to race equity mapping Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 

tutorials. Designed with the advocate in mind, this site is a great starting place for community 

mapping information and information about using demographic mapping to support advocacy. 

PolicyLink 

www.policylink.org 

PolicyLink is a national non-profit organization with extensive research, community advocacy, and 

economic development experience. Its Equitable Development Tool Kit contains a Community 

Mapping section that provides a good introduction to community mapping. Partnering with the 

USC Program for Environmental and Regional Equity, PolicyLink also created the National Equity 

Atlas described below. 

National Equity Atlas 

http://nationalequityatlas.org/ 

The National Equity Atlas contains data on demographic changes and racial and economic 

inclusion and is a comprehensive resource for tracking and measuring inclusive growth across 

the country. It is a useful resource for advocates because it can help them understand how their 

community’s demographics are changing. The Atlas can also be useful in helping advocates 

assess how their community can participate in economic vitality. 

Disclaimer: Although Western Center on Law and Poverty strives to ensure that the information 

contained in this chapter is accurate and up-to-date, we make no warranties in that regard. 

Frequent changes in this area of the law can render some sections out of date. This Guide is not 

intended to be a substitute for independent legal research. (Updated 2016). 

https://lsntap.org/node/463
http://www.policylink.org/
http://nationalequityatlas.org/
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