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A simple procedure for comparing and contrasting 1980
metropolitan census tracts (small residential areas) is
provided in this note. The percentile distribution of census
tracts by social indicators provides a way to classify and
order small residential areas with respect to their charac

teristics. Percentile distributions for 91 Small area social
indicators from the 1980 Health Demographic Profile Sys

Abstract

tem (including the number of persons by race and Span

ish origin, socioeconomic status, household composition

and family structure, housing characteristics, residential
mobility, and disability) are presented in two tables. Table
1 provides information for census tracts with concentra
tions of persons in households; table 2, census tracts with
concentrations of persons in group quarters.

Background

This note provides a simple procedure using decennial

census data for comparing and contrasting 1980 metropolitan

census tracts. It is undertaken because “... it has long been
recognized that the usefulness of knowledge pertaining to the

..
.

[characteristics o
f

small areas] ..
.
is considerably increased

when one can accurately state the relative position o
f

an area

with respect to other similar areas...” (Goldsmith e
t a
l.

1975).

The residents o
f

areas with clearly different demographic

characteristics are expected to have different types o
f

behaviors. For example, research suggests that the “... kind,
number, and intensity o

f

Socially and psychologically disrup

tive acts ...” are correlated with the characteristics of residential

environments (Goldsmith et al. 1975). Thus, the residents o
f

poor, transient, nonfamily residential areas are expected to

have higher rates o
f

psychiatric problems than the residents

o
f

stable, high status, husband-wife family areas. (See Gold
Smith et al. 1982; Goldsmith et al. 1986; Holzer et al. 1985;

and Rosen e
t al. 1982 for data supporting this expectation.)

Given the importance of distinguishing different types o
f

neighborhoods, the question must b
e

raised and answered a
s

to how one would do this using available data sources. The
procedure using decennial census data is suggested in this note

because nowhere, except from a census, can one obtain rich

and uniform data for every segment o
f

the United States

(NIMH 1982). The unit o
f

analysis is the census tract because

it is the smallest metropolitan geographical unit for which a

large amount o
f

data are available. These small units o
f

urban

geography are designed by local census tract committees “...

so that they are [relatively homogenous] with respect to social

characteristics and have populations o
f

approximately 4,000

persons ...” (Goldsmith et al
.

1982). For smaller units, such

a
s

enumeration districts, blocks, and block groups, “... the
Bureau [of the Census] often suppresses information to main

tain confidentiality o
f

individual households.” (Stiles et al.
1985)

As a basis for comparing and contrasting the small areas

o
f

the United States, the Bureau o
f

the Census provides

means, medians, and distributions for specified characteris
tics of the Nation, as well as of small areas. Unfortunately,

for a given characteristic, this information does not pro
vide the basis for determining the relative position of an
area when compared with other areas; therefore, the distri
bution o

f

small areas with respect to a given characteristic

is required. Percentile distributions provide a simple way

to classify and rank Small residential areas with respect to

their characteristics.-
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The following classifications can be used:

Percentile Evaluative Classification

Less than 10th percentile Extremely low
10th to 25th percentile Low

25th to 50th percentile Low moderate

50th to 75th percentile High moderate
75th to 90th percentile High

90th percentile or greater Extremely high

To facilitate the ability of administrators and researchers
to compare and contrast census tracts, tables 1 and 2 present

the distribution of selected percentile values for 91 small area
social indicators from the 1980 Health Demographic Profile
System (NIMH 1984). Included are the number of persons
by race and Spanish origin, socioeconomic status, household
composition and family structure, housing characteristics,

residential mobility, and disability.

Table 1 presents percentile data for metropolitan census
tracts with less than 30 percent of their populations residing

in group quarters, i.e., 70 percent or more of their popula
tions reside in households. Parallel percentile data are shown
in table 2 for tracts with high concentrations of persons in
group quarters, i.e., 30 percent or more of their populations
reside in group quarters. The two types of tracts were sepa
rated because it is assumed that users of these data will be

interested in either households or group quarters. Further,

the data are very likely to be suppressed in tracts with con
centrations of persons in group quarters. However, such a
situation is unlikely to occur in tracts with concentrations
of persons in households.

Example

To facilitate the use of the percentile distributions in tables
1 and 2 for evaluating census tracts or other small geographi

cal areas, an example is provided. For this example, a social
indicator of economic status from exhibit 1 (the Standard
Health Demograhic Profile System (HDPS) table 3.3D) is
used to determine whether an area is rich or poor by apply

ing the instructions in exhibit 2. Although “median family

income” is the Social indicator selected for this example, other
indicators may be used (see indicators 6 and 7 in exhibit l
and indicators 13 through 35 in tables 1 and 2). Other social
indicators can be handled in a manner similar to economic

status. To conduct a complete Social area analysis with small
area Social indicators, the requisite procedures are described

in A Typological Approach to Doing Social Area Analysis
(NIMH 1981).

Data and Methods

The data presented in tables 1 and 2 are from the 1980
Health Demographic Profile System (HDPS). This system

was developed by NIMH in cooperation with the National
Center for Health Statistics and the United States Depart

ment of Agriculture as an extension of the 1970 Mental Health
Demographic Profile System. It is a reorganized abstract of
1980 Census Summary Tape Files 2 and 4 (STF2 and STF4)

and contains indicators of Socioeconomic status, family sta
tus and household composition, family life cycle, and residen

tial mobility. The system also provides indicators of ethnic
ity, residential life style, homogeneity, and populations with
high risk of Social problems.

The most flexible and accessible parts of HDPS are the
Statistical Analysis System (SAS) libraries (SAS 1982). These

files are maintained at the Parklawn Computer Center, Rock
ville, Maryland; and they are available to States through the
State mental health agencies. In the near future, access will
be possible through the National Technical Information Serv

ice (NTIS) of the Department of Commerce.
The percentile distributions presented in tables 1 and 2 were
obtained by using an SAS univariate procedure (see SAS
Users Guide: Basics, 1982 Edition). In addition to the per

centile distributions presented in these tables, this SAS pro
gram provides additional information such as mean, stand

ard deviation, kurtosis, and the size of the largest and smallest
value of a characteristic.
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Exhibit 1

Table 3.3D. Ethnic and racial comparisons '
A general demographic profile from the 1980 Health Demographic Profile System

(Social indicators from the 1980 census of population and housing)”
State 24 County 510 Tract 0401

Social indicators values

(Base population) '

Population characteristics of Baltimore City Spanish

Total White Black Origin

GENERAL POPULATION

(1) Total population 1,933 1,590 277 34

(2) Number of males in household 71.4 558 126 12

(3) Number of females in household 570 438 106 12

(4) Number of persons in group quarters 649 594 45 10

SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

Economic Status

(5) Income of families: $19,500 $25,000 $20,000 NA
Median income of families (158) (98) (34)

(6) Income of unrelated individuals: $ 6,785 $ 6,710 $12,405 $ 937
Median income of unrelated individuals 15 and over (1601) (1330) (204) (30)

(7) Population in poverty: 22.60ſo 19.20ſo 19.00ſo 57,900

Percent of population below poverty level (1519) (1116) (268) (35)

Educational Status

(8) High school completion: Percent of persons 18 and 78.1070 79.80ſo 68.70ſo 100.000

over who have completed at least 4 years of high school (1929) (1538) (268) (35)

HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION AND FAMILY STRUCTURE

(9) Husband-wife households: 11.900 11.70ſo 9.40ſo 21.40ſo

Percent of households with husband-wife families (978) (784) (171) (14)

(10) Nonfamily households: Percent of households in 83.60/0 84.300 84.2070 64.3070

which the householder lives alone or only with nonrelatives (978) (784) (171) (14)

(11) Youth dependency ratio: Persons under 18 in 4.68 2.67 7.73 4.54

households per 100 persons 18-64 in household population (981) (747) (194) (22)

(12) Aged dependency ratio: Persons 65 and over in 26.19 30.65 11.85 4.54

households per 100 persons 18-64 in household population (981) (747) (194) (22)

(13) Families with own children: 20.000 12.2070 48.10ſo 20.000
Percent of families with own children under 18 (160) (123) (27) (5)

(14) Husband-wife families with own children: 11.2070 6.500 25,000 0.000

Percent of husband-wife families with own children under 18 (116) (92) (16) (3)

(15) Persons in noninstitutional group quarters: Percent of persons 33.80ſo 6.50ſo 25.000 0.000

who live in rooming houses and other noninstitutional group quarters (1933) (92) (16) (3)

HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS

(16) Occupied single dwelling units: Percent of occupied housing units 3.400 2.800 6.800 NA
that are single detached or attached (excluding mobile homes/trailers) (1000) (773) (175)

(17) Occupied modular homes: Percent of 0.1070 0.100 0.000 0.000

occupied year-round housing units that are mobile homes or trailers (978) (784) (171) (14)

(18) Renter occupancy: 97.800 97.70ſo NA 100.00/0

Percent of occupied housing units that are renter-occupied (978) (784) (14)

Condition of Housing

(19) Highly overcrowded housing: 2.000 1.600 1.800 14.300

Percent of occupied housing units with 1.51 or more persons per room (978) (784) (171) (14)

(20) Standard housing: 94.1070 93.800 95.300 100.000

Percent of occupied housing units with complete plumbing exclusive use (978) (784) (171) (14)

POPULATION CHANGE

(21) Migrants: Percent of 39.60ſo 41.500 19,000 31.80ſo

population 5 and over residing in a different county than in 1975 (1944) (782) (175) (44)

(22) Stable households: 19.30/0 20.400 16.60ſo NA
Percent of householders who moved into housing units prior to 1970 (1000) (782) (175)

* For characteristicsof households,ethnicand racial designationsare basedon characteristicsof householder.
* Developedby the National Instituteof Mental Health and the National Center for Health Statistics.
° Denominatorfor percentsor ratiosand population for mediansor averages.
NA — Data not available.
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Exhibit 2

Instructions for doing a social area analysis for comparatively homogeneous areas '
(Social Rank: Economic Status)

Questions:

What is the economic status of the people in your census tract (or area)?
Are they rich or are they poor?

General directions:

Look at item 5 in exhibit 1 (HDPS table 3.3D for Census Tract 401 in Baltimore City) to find the ‘median family income’ for the test area.
2. Determine the relative status level of your area using appropriate standards.
1.

3. Circle the status level on this worksheet.

Exercise on economic status:

1.

2.

Locate the indicator of economic status for test area (item 5 in exhibit 1) and enter value here: $19,500

Assess the economic status of the area using the appropriate standard * of those provided below.

Standard selection: If the percent of persons in group quarters is equal to or greater than 30 percent (table 3.3D indicator [4] divided
by table 3.3D indicator [1] times 100 is equal to or greater than 30 percent), use table 2 indicators. In al

l

other cases, use table 1 indicators.

Population in group quarters is less than 30 percent, use standard from table 1

X Population in group quarters is equal to o
r greater than 3
0 percent, use standard from table 2

Standards

Table 1
,

indicator 1
3

Less than $11,734 Extremely low

$11,734–$15,987 Low

$15,988–$20,427 Low moderate

$20,428–$24,916 High moderate

$24,917–$30,107 High

$30,108 o
r greater Extremely high

Table 2
,

indicator 13

Less than $ 7,952 Extremely low

$ 7,952–$11,089 Low

$11,090–$15,832 Low moderate

$15,833–$24,097 High moderate

$24,098–$34,686 High

$34,687 o
r greater Extremely high

Circle your assessment on applicable scale above. This is an estimate o
f

the economic status o
f

the
test area.

' Adapted from figure 1
,

National Institute o
f

Mental Health, Series BN No. 1
,
A Typological Approach to Doing Social Area Analysis, 1981. p
.

3
.

* The appropriate standard to use depends on the specific need o
f

the potential user. Sometimes a user may want to compare a census tract with the most
numerous types o

f

census tracts, the type in which most persons in metropolitan areas reside. In this case, indicators in table 1 would b
e

used to develop

comparative standards. Sometimes a user may want to compare their area to other areas that have a similar concentration o
f persons in group quarters.

In this case, depending on the percent o
f

the tract population in group quarters, either table 1 o
r
2 would b
e

used to develop comparative standards. In

the above exercise, the latter case is assumed.

:
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