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Today’s Objectives 

Part One 
• Discuss some data basics: what is it, how to find it, how to work with it

• Become familiar with a variety of data sources pertaining to rural economic
and community development

Part Two 
• Discuss how to use that data to help community leaders and decision

makers in your county with their economic goals.

• Discuss what types of data (or data-related topics) are worth covering in a
possible follow-up in-service training
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Data Basics 



What is Data? 

• Data is plural for datum, which
refers to a piece of information

• We use data to answer questions or
to have a better idea of what is 
going on

• Data are rectangular:
• Rows are observations (horizontal)

• Columns are variables (vertical)
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Data: An Example 

Example Data: Hotels & Motels in Shawnee 

Source: Mergent, Inc. (2022) 

• What are the
observations?

• What are the
variables?
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Types of Data 

• Quantitative Data: can be measured using numbers; answers questions like
“how many?” and “how often?”
• Continuous: fractions make sense (1.5 hot dogs, 3.14 slices of pie) 

• Discrete: fractions don’t make sense (1.5 dogs, 3.14 employees working at the
pie stand)

• Qualitative Data: describes the attributes or properties that an object
possesses
• Nominal: uses names or categories (public or private, male or female)

• Ordinal: uses a ranking or ordering system (A+/B/C- or 
always/sometimes/never)
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The Source Matters! 

• Primary Data: data you collected
yourself (usually never gathered before)

• Secondary Data: data you got from
someone else

If you have to ask, it’s secondary data! 
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Data Sources 



The US Census Bureau 

• The US Census Bureau is responsible for 
producing data about the American people
and economy

• Original creator of administrative sub-units
used to this day: “delineation of small
geographic entities based on population,
topography, and housing characteristics” 

• Chiefly responsible for conducting the 
decennial census; also has other, more 
frequent operations under its umbrella (next
two slides)
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American Community Survey 

• Sent to approximately 295,000 addresses 
monthly (3.5 million per year) 

• Gathers information previously contained
only in the long form of the decennial
census, such as: ancestry, educational
attainment, income, language proficiency,
migration, disability, employment, and 
housing characteristics. 

• 1-year estimates are available for areas 
with a population of at least 65,000 people.

• 5-year estimates are available for areas 
down to the block group scale, on the order
of 600 to 3000 people

• ACS uses sampling methods to collect data;
in smaller geographies, the error bands can 
be much larger 
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County Business Patterns 

• An annual series that provides sub-national
economic data by industry 

• Includes the number of establishments,
employment, first quarter payroll, and 
annual payroll.

• Researchers use the data for studying the 
economic activity of small areas and for 
analyzing economic changes over time. 

• Businesses use the data for analyzing 
market potential, measuring the 
effectiveness of sales and advertising 
programs, setting sales quotas, and 
developing budgets.

• Government agencies use the data for 
administration and planning.
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The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) 

• The principal fact-finding agency for the U.S. 
government in the broad field of labor 
economics and statistics

• “Collects, processes, analyzes, and 
disseminates essential statistical data to 
the American public, the U.S. Congress,
other Federal agencies, State and local 
governments, business, and labor 
representatives.”

• Produces the following (among others):

• U.S. Consumer Price Index
• Current Population Survey 
• The American Time Use Survey 
• Current Employment Statistics 
• Quarterly Census of Employment and 

Wages (QCEW)
• National Compensation Survey 
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The Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) 

• Government agency that provides official
macroeconomic and industry statistics

• Most notably reports about the gross domestic
product (GDP) of the United States and its various
units—states, cities, counties and MSAs. 

• Provides information about personal income, 
corporate profits, and government spending

• The industry economic accounts—presented both
in an input-output framework and as annual output
by each industry—provide a detailed view of the 
interrelationships between U.S. producers and 
users and the contribution to production across 
industries 

• The regional economic accounts provide
information about the geographic distribution of 
U.S. economic activity and growth. 
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FRED 

• Short for “Federal Reserve Economic Data”

• Contains more than 500,000 economic time 
series from 87 sources; widely reported in 
the media and play a key role in financial 
markets

• FRED covers: banking, business/fiscal,
consumer price indexes, employment and 
population, exchange rates, gross domestic
product, interest rates, monetary
aggregates, producer price indexes, 
reserves and monetary base, U.S. trade and 
international transactions, and U.S. financial 
data.
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Data from Other Sources 

• Depending on what you are looking for, data 
can come from a wide variety of sources

• It is important to be aware of: 

• what the data point is measuring,
• how data were collected (sampling

strategies, etc.) and 

• where (i.e., the level & type of 
geography) the data are from 

• It is equally important to be aware of why 
data were collected in the first place (i.e.,
motive of data-collecting agency or interest 
group) 
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Working with Data 



Working With Data 

• How can we use data to answer a specific question about the local
economy?

• First thing: understand the tool we’re working with

• Second thing: use context to look for patterns or trends
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Understanding the Data 
Consideration #1: TIME 

Important questions to consider: 

• When was this data collected?

• What time period does this data correspond with?

• Do we expect the data to meaningfully vary over time? How much time?

• When will this data be collected (and publicly released) next?
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Understanding the Data 
Consideration #2: GEOGRAPHY 

Important questions to consider: 

• What places does this data correspond with?

• Was this data only collected in one place, or is it available everywhere?

• Do we expect the data to meaningfully vary across places?

• Was everyone in the “geographic unit” accounted for?

• Are all places comparable? (example: Tulsa County and Roger Mills County)
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Geography 



Units of Geography 

The Soda Fountain Eatery Restaurant 

• Address: 108 W Broadway St, Anadarko, OK 73005 

• Coordinates: 35.07474998749038, -98.244082643422 

• County FIPS: 40015 – Caddo County 

• Full FIPS: 400151621024040 – Census Tract 1621.02, 
Block 4040 

• Wider Context: Oklahoma, USA, North America, Earth 

• What other geographic units might this parcel of land 
belong to? 
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Geography is Sometimes Inconsistent! 

BEA Regions Census Regions & Divisions 
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Actually Using Data 



What Do We Actually Do With Data? 

• There are many additional considerations beyond time and geography, but
this is not a statistics class! Let’s just stick with those two.

• Once we are aware of the timeframe and geography represented, how can
we use context to look for patterns or trends?

• Data about your place can give us specific information about
observations that apply to our county.

• Data about all places can give us an idea of how our county stacks up
with others.

• Data that includes many time periods can give us a sense of the direction
things are going

• Visualizing data is often how we actually tell the story.
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Visualization #1: Comparison 
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Visualization #2: Relationships 
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Visualization #3: Location 
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Putting Data in its 
Proper Context 



Data Isn’t Just Numbers and Spreadsheets 

• My role is to help folks understand data, but I often cannot interpret it!

• You might have learned some new terms today, but most of you are already
experts at using “data” to tell a story about your county.

• Your data sources: experience + social embeddedness

• As county educators, you likely possess more data about your county than
anyone else alive!

• The trick is to mesh your “anec-data” with existing secondary data: use your
inside knowledge to support what the chart/table/map says.
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Recap 

• Data refers to pieces of information that inform us about the world and help
us answer questions.

• There are many ways to categorize data. Understanding those categories
helps you to know your data.

• Know your data! Primary data collection is hard & time-intensive, so it helps
to become familiar with secondary data.

• Geography plays a huge role in how data is collected and what story the data
tells. Be aware of geography when using data.

• A single data point is often useless if we cannot put it in context with other
data points!
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End of Part 1 

Questions? 



Part 2: Demonstration 
and Discussion 



A Quick Demonstration 

• BLS Local Area Unemployment Statistics — LINK

• Census Search Bar “median family income in McCurtain County Oklahoma in 2010” — LINK

• BEA employment by county — LINK

• Excel demo: dispensaries and crime/poverty
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https://www.bls.gov/lau/tables.htm
https://data.census.gov/
https://apps.bea.gov/


Discussion Questions 

• How much does the “searching” process scare/overwhelm
you? How much does the “manipulation/visualization”
process scare/overwhelm you?

• What kinds of questions do you find yourselves wishing you
had better data to answer? What kinds of questions do you
think we are already well equipped to answer? What
questions are unanswerable, but we try anyway?

• Who is your “first phone call” when you need questions
answered with data?
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Discussion Questions, continued 
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• Do you feel like the people in your county who do
community/economic development full-time (econ
development authority, chamber, jobs board) are
appropriately using data in their position?

• What have been your experiences with primary data
collection? Have you felt confident about your analysis (or
whatever you did with the data)?

• How much do you trust governmental administrative data
(Census, BEA, BLS, etc.) versus your “gut” when thinking
about your local economy? Do we ever put too much of an
emphasis on using quantitative data?



Questions and Feedback 

• Specific questions about something we covered but was unclear?

• Specific questions about something you thought we’d be covering but didn’t?

• General questions about using data for rural community development?

• Suggestions for a follow-up or continuation from this conversation?
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Thank You! 

Andrew J. Van Leuven 

andrew.vanleuven@okstate.edu 

mailto:andrew.vanleuven@okstate.edu
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