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T he decennial TU.S. census has
long been a gold mine for
demographic information that,
among other data, drives market-
ing campaigns. Although this year a
new census is being taken, we shall
have to wait some time for the
results of the 200C census to be
released. The good news is that the
U.S. Census Bureau seems to be
ready not only to process the data
but also to present them free of
charge in a variety of impressive for-
mats. Considering the importance of
both the existing and the forthcom-
ing data, two databases from the
Census Bureau were selected as
picks. What is good news for end-
users is bad news for those commer-
cial information providers who have

U.S. Gazetteer

American Fact Finder

been selling census data at high
prices, but not always adding value
in the process. The pan is the exces-
sively high-priced Population Demo-
graphics database, where you pay
through the nose even when the
records have nothing but zeros or,
worse, absurd information.

U.S. GAZETTEER
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Population Demographics

decades off data files compiled by
the government. The Web, however,
inspired talented people to make gov-
ernment information available free
of charge through visually appealing
and easy-to-use Web interfaces.
There are dozens of examples of free
versions of MEDLINE, ERIC, and
other databases that are far better
than many of their fee-based counter-
parts. Many government agencies
have launched Web versions of several
of their data files. The U.S. Census
Bureaun offers a variety of databases.
One is the Decennial Census pre-
sented in a somewhat roundabout way
through the U.S. Gazetteer database
(http://www.census.gov/cgi-bin/
gazetteer) that is far more than just a
gazetteer. It allows searching by coun-
ties, place names, MCDs (Minor Civil
Divistons), and five-digit ZIP codes,
and provides more than 100 demo-
graphic measures for the selected
geographical area. This is amazing
depth for such valuable information.
These census data are available,
for example, for such small villages
as Anaktuvuk Pags in Alaska with
a population of about 260. The
result is first presented in a capsule
format.

You can then choose the data ele-
ments that will be displayed in the
detailed demographic table, such as
populatiecn by age, gender, race,
median household income, per capita
income, and dozens of others.

-
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[1.8. Gazetteer statislical table with user-defined content

The output format options include
HTML, tab-delimited, and CODATA
formats, and allow downloading for
further processing. The map of the
geographical area can be also dis-
played through a link to the TIGER
Map Browser.

Although you cannot search this
treasure trove of data by additional
criteria such as ethnic population
rate or median household income, the
available search options present very
powerful options for making a geo-
graphically targeted marketing blitz.

Of course, you don’t need to settle
for 1990 Census data. The census
Bureau just released on the Web its
111-page Income 1998 report with
many charts and tables (http//www.
census.gov/hhes/www/income98.html).
The State and County Demographic
and Economic profiles (http//www.
census.gov/datamap/www/) also pro-
vide fairly current snapshots down to
the county level.

AMERICAN FACTFINDER
American FaciFinder (factfinder.
census.gov) is an absolute state-of-
the-art database (or rather data
warehouse) developed by the Census
Bureau. Instead of rephrasing here
what a plethora of information is
available, I urge you to check out the
home page of this site, then start
playing with the JavaScript software
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that offers utmost customization
very elegantly.

In three easy steps, you can get the
census data at the level of detail you

need. First, you choose the geographic
area by browsing or searching the geo-
graphic name index or selectingiton a
map. Then you select a demographic
profile (a report format), and then cre-
ate the profile. The template of the
profile is displayed showing the data
elements that will be included. After
viewing the profile, you can download
the table in tab-delimited, comma-
delimited, Excel, or Word files. If you
prefer, you can display statistical maps
for selected themes and drili down to
the level to which you are interested—-
and for which data is available. This is
an eye-poppingly good feature, plus
you can customize some of the para-
meters for the display of the statisti-
cal map. For example, I changed the
default number of classes (five) to seven
in order to see more refined strata for
the median income.
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One of the apparent 5,990 ghost towns in the Population Demographics datobase

Oddly, you cannou choose ZIP code
as the targeted geographic region.
This is not a major problem because
geographic names substitute the
ZIP codes quite well, such as Kailua
instead of 96734, but it would not
work for a district of a larger metropol-
itan area. For example, Honolula has
nearly a dozen ZIP codes to identify a

g
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They d

specific region. Another possible pro-
blem is when there are two identical
and demographically relevant geo-
graphic names within a state (such
as Kailua on the island of Oahu, and
Kailua on the Big Island), and the
casual user does not realize this. The
couniy name should be used as a
qualifier to avoid any problems.

the pan

POPULATION DEMOGRAPHICS

Third parties have always loved
using data files compiled by the gov-
ernment because the data is practi-
cally free. They often enrich the
content and add value to it through
powerful search software. After Dialog
ditched the demographic database of
R.R. Donnelley in 1994, it mounted
the Popuiation Demographics data-
base from Market Statistics, a division
of Claritas, Inc., as File 581. Claritas
has many valuable information re-
sources, and won a DATABASE
Editor’s Choice award in June 1999. It
did a less-than-perfect job, however,
with the 1990 decennial census data
file. Dialog’s software is powerful and
allows searches that the free version
does not, such as finding areas where,
say, the average household income is
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It is remarkable that a ZIP code is assigned to and census was made of a region where
there is only a single not-so-warm body, according to Population Demographics that
reports median and average figures.

&
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Life must be very lonely in Anaktuvuk Pass even if the pay rise is good.

above $75,000, the median age is
between 35 and 38, and the Hispanic
population is larger than 25,000.
These features come at a rather stiff
price and a lot of nonsense data. You
will find annotated illustrations and
the full record at http://www2 hawaii.
edw/~jacso/extra.

1 would have assumed that this
very expensive version—$13.40 for a
full record on top of the $7.35 Dial-
Unit charges—would offer a highly
enriched version of the data. It doesn’t.
On the contrary, it retrieves useless
records that literally have zero data
or absurd data that elementary

checking procedures should have fil-
tered out.

For the full-of-zeros example, see the
record for ZIP code 96863 in the county
of Honolulu. There are 5989 other
records with zero values for the cur-
rent population at the time of the 1990
census. These are nice, long records,
stretching over eight pages with zeros
in every single cell. These are invalid
ZIP codes that could have been very
easily spotted and removed. The list of
valid ZIP codes is available in a digital
format for free, for a starter.

I was more intrigued by the statis-
tics for ZIP code areas that according
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to Population Demographics have a
population of one, such as for the lit-
tle village of Anaktuvuk Pass. U.S.
Gazetteer showed a population of 260
for the very same 99721 ZIP code. It
may be a difficult life in the most
northern region of Alaska, but the
average household income for the sin-
gle, racially unidentified male is pro-
jected to rise 58.9% between 1990 and
1998, a pretty good trend from the
perspective of this humble professor
whose salary was raised only a few
percentage points in the same period.
Then again, the median household
income for the same period drops by
49.9% from $4,999 to $2,500. That's
bad, especially when there is no one
else to commiserate with. Perhaps
median should not be caleulated in
such cases, and even the most dedi-
cated researchers would spare me the
standard deviation and the Pearson
coefficient when N=1.

But wait, something else is fishy on
the next page of the table. That single
guy turns out to be a child in the age
range of 0-5. And he makes $39,000 a
year? There’s more. The table of
Population Demographics estimates
that by 1998, the population would
remain at one and the poor baby of
1980 will become a man between 45-
54. Declining median household in-
come has cruel effects, especially when
you are alone in the county of North
Slope. Or does it? I really don’t know.
The 2003 estimate in the Population
Demographics version shows the popu-
lation to double. Strangely, their age
range is between 0 and 5. So the sin-
gle guy who aged at least 40 years
between 1990 and 1998 manages to
impregnate someone who perhaps
came to take the census. She gives
birth to two children—twins, maybe?—
who are then left there alone, bringing
down the average household income
further, to $36,500. I give up here, and
gently warn you to look at your mar-
keting plan if it is based on data down-
loaded from Population Demographics.
The more than 6,000 ghost or singleton
towns could vastly distort your plans.

Communications to the author should
be addressed to Péter Jacsé, 322
Aolog Street, #703, Kailua, HI 96734;
808/956-5817; jacso@hawaii.edu.



