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Problems in the Statistics

of Urban Agglomeration

The growth of urban areas has made necessary new

concepts and reformulations in social statistics.

Objects and other conceptual entities
are classified according to criteria that
command notice or seem important.
These criteria tend to differ from group
to group, to change with time, and to be
supplanted when their significance dis-
appears. Sometimes an evolving entity
has changed so much that it seems useful
to place it in another class, though this
may be a matter of opinion. Henri
Pirenne, in his 1922 lectures in America,
raised this question respecting the city.
Referring to Western Europe in the ninth
century, he asked whether cities existed
at all “in the midst of that essentially
agricultural civilization.” The answer de-
pended “on the meaning given to the
term ‘city.” . . . The cities which were
then to be found were without two of
the fundamental attributes of the cities
of the Middle Ages and of modern times
—a middle-class population and a com-
munal organization. . The period
which opened with the Carolingian era
knew cities neither in the social sense,
nor in the economic sense, nor in the
legal sense of that word” ().

Ivar Oman, director of the Stockholm
Office of Statistics, describes the West-
ern European town of a thousand years
ago as an enclosed and compact settle-
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ment with a detailed network of streets
(2). Its criterion was “that it formed its
own market, administered justice in its
own courts . . . and was free to determine
its affairs in important matters. By and
large, he believes, “these criteria still
hold good,”. despite an astonishing
growth in city sizee Oman notes that
“great cities in the modern sense did not
exist in the Middle Ages nor at the be-
ginning of modern times.” The German
scholar Konrad Olbricht placed in the
class of “great cities” 17th-century towns
with 15,000 inhabitants and 18th-cen-
tury towns with 20,000 inhabitants.

Cities and Towns

In America the incorporated munici-
palities of a century ago were substan-
tially identical with urban areas. The
identification and demarcation of cities
and towns thus offered no difficulties to
census takers, statisticians, or city dwell-
ers themselves. By contrast, to illustrate
present needs for new criteria of classi-
fication, let us compare Falls Church,
Virginia, with the “largest city in the
world.”

Falls Church is known to many resi-
dents of nearby Washington, D.C., as a
vaguely defined section that interposes
a traffic bottleneck on the way to the
Virginia Skyline Drive. The incorporated
city of about 2 square miles and some
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10,000 inhabitants is rarely distinguished
from East Falls Church, a section of
Arlington County; from West Falls
Church, within its own boundaries; from
the Falls Church District of Fairfax
County, with some 20,000 or 30,000
population; or from the area served by
the Falls Church post office, an area
containing, perhaps, 60,000 people, all
of whom use Falls Church as their postal
address. To add further confusion, the
city’s own high school is outside its boun-
daries, in Fairfax County, a wholly sepa-
rate jurisdiction in the Virginia setting,
while “Falls Church High School,” lo-
cated within the city, is a property of
Fairfax County and subject to that
county’s jurisdiction.

If the identity of Falls Church is ob-
scure, even to many residents, the “larg-
est city in the world” is virtually un-
known in this country. In area it is 12
times as large as Los Angeles and 2729
times as large as Falls Church, but has
only about three times the population of
Falls Church. This “city” is Kiruna,
Sweden. It includes within its municipal
boundaries iron mines, the highest moun-
tain in Sweden, and much of the north-
ern territory of that country. By legal
definition Falls Church and Kiruna are
both “cities,” with taxing and adminis-
trative authorities. In other respects they
have little comparability. If attention is
shifted from public administration to the
demographic, social, and economic re-
alities with which urban life is increas-
ingly concerned, it seems clear that legal
status as a municipality is no longer ade-
quate as a statistical criterion for the
classification of spatial groupings of peo-
ple. New criteria are developing new
conceptual units, and the end is not yet
visible.

In the Western world, particularly in
the United States, life has become ad-
justed to motor transportation. The au-
tomobile sometimes seems as important
to individual and family life as the home.
Yet the first indications of basic changes
in the conceptual units needed for sta-
tistical descriptions of urban areas pre-
ceded the age of Henry Ford. Leon
Schnore points out that “at the turn of
the twentieth century most urban cen-
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ters were still rather compact and self-
contained entities.” However, “. . . rail-
ways—powered by steam or electricity—
spread out from the largest cities in
radial strings, and along their lines began
to appear clusters of dwellings,” the oc-
cupants of which were in various ways
related functionally to the city (3).

It was in the census of 1900 that the
Bureau of the Census, with remarkable
prescience in its adaptation to change,
for the first time defined a new demo-
graphic unit, the “metropolitan district”
(4). As cities increasingly emptied or
attracted inhabitants into surrounding
areas, the use of this new concept as a
statistical unit for all manner of social
and economic analyses gained momen-
tum. It is not improbable that “standard
metropolitan areas,” successors to “met-
ropolitan districts,” now outrank “cities”
in statistical importance. Indeed, the
Bureau of the Census is considering for
the 1960 decennial enumeration a pri-
mary dichotomy between metropolitan
areas and nonmetropolitan areas for
classification of the nation’s population.

If evolutionary processes could be
halted, it is probable that the principal
areal and demographic units now em-
ployed in statistics of urban areas would
suffice for most administrative and ana-
lytical purposes. But urbanizing trends
are dynamic. There is unlikely to be a
pause in the social and economic meta-
morphoses to which they are leading.
Oman describes the “modern great city”
as having “broken through the boun-
daries of the traditional type of town.
. . . [Its] very structure has come to dif-
fer radically from the formation of towns
in the past. . . . The great city has be-
come the focal point of what might be
called an urbanized area, a mixture of
country and town, a diffuse mass with
neither beginning nor end.”

Another aspect of this evolution is “the
town attached to the road.” This has
been described in vivid language by Dan
Jacobson, a South African newly arrived
in the United States. He writes:

“The town seems to be the no man’s
land, not the road. Except for a house
to live in, that road along its length is
able to provide you with any material
thing you might ever need. There are
banks, travel agencies, money lenders;
real estate agents . . . and furniture
stores . . . bookstores and shops selling
... records . . . little establishments that
offer you fish in bowls . . . at least three
or four hospitals for dogs. But the curi-
ous, the frightening thing is that no one
lives on the road; all these shops and
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facilities belong only to the road and to
no city. Nowhere along its length does
the road contract, confine itself, center
itself for a community around it. . . . It
is as if some kind of vital tendon has
been severed, so that it can grasp noth-
ing to itself, can enclose nothing in itself,
can make no order of itself, but can only
lie sprawling, incoherent, centerless,
viewless, shapeless, faceless—offering all
the products a community can need and
yet making the establishment of a com-
munity impossible” (5).

Neither Oman nor Jacobson is de-
scribing the “urban agglomeration” of
the future but only its present, imper-
fectly developed embryo. The matured
phenomenon of which they see the be-
ginnings may be more than urban, more
than metropolitan, more than a great
city or metropolitan area. Even under
the definition of metropolitan districts
employed in the 1930 census, which
rested mainly upon the presence of cen-
tral cities of 100,000 or more population
and the population density of minor civil
divisions adjacent to them, it would have
been “possible to proceed from the state
line of Maryland to the state line of New
Hampshire leaving the area of a metro-
politan district only twice for a total dis-
tance of less than 16 miles” (6).

Jean Gottman, director of the Study
of Metropolitan Areas by the Twentieth
Century Fund, refers to the superagglom-
eration that is forming along the North
Atlantic seaboard of the United States
as “megalopolis” (7). He defines it as
“a cluster of metropolitan areas with
several downtown nuclei corresponding
to the conventional meaning of the word
city.” He thus adds some precision to a
recent newspaper editorial entitled “A
Virginia-to-Maine Strip City” (8).

Mixture of Country and Town

It is uncertain that even this vast con-
ception will fully satisfy the need for a
statistical term to describe the agglomera-
tions of the future. Gottmann states that
“. .. today there are no longer any clear-
cut limits which separate ‘town’ from
‘country.” ” This fact is implicit in the
employment by newspapers or broad-
casting stations, to describe their areas
of coverage, of such vague terms as
“Chicago-land,” with the rather indefi-
nite inclusion of major portions of whole
states within them. The use of such terms
is supported by the disappearance of
many of the differentiated aspects of
urban and rural living which distin-

guished “city slickers” from “hayseeds”
for our great-grandparents. City workers
may enjoy many of the pleasures of
country living during portions of the
year, or even in their daily living, while
farm dwellers, whose economic life in-
creasingly resembles that of manufactur-
ing or extractive industry, possess many
of the cultural attributes of urban so-
ciety, such as communication over wide
areas, ready transportation, and recrea-
tional facilities.

Oman cites as problems posed to com-
munity planners and statisticians, first,
the coordination of statistics on the vari-
ous parts of the urban agglomeration;
and second, the delimitation of the
sphere of influence around a great city.
With respect to the first, American soci-
ologists and demographers have taken
the lead in studies of the structure of
agglomerations and the relations among
their parts. New concepts, subordinate or
ancillary to the concept of the metro-
politan area, such as “urbanized area,”
“central city,” “central business district,”
“suburb,” and “suburban fringe,” are
being defined with increasing precision.

Oman’s second problem leads to others
related to the “mixture of country and
town.” Do we perhaps need to delimit
a series of zones, extending beyond the
metropolitan area, the urban agglomera-
tion, or “megalopolis,” within which
urban influences directly affect the social
and economic structure? Such zones
might reflect either the kind of influence
or its degree. In 1933 I suggested that
the “metropolitanism” or “urbanity” of
a population “might be regarded as vari-
able.” “Urban” and “rural” might cease
to be discrete concepts and ‘become
relative terms—calling in each case for
a specification of the degree of urbanity
or rurality” (9).

Notable among pioneer studies point-
ing in this direction were those about
the beginning of the 1930’s by Horace
Secrist, director of the Bureau of Busi-
ness Research of Northwestern Univer-
sity. Trading areas of different types were
differentiated. They were centered all
the way from neighborhood markets for
the purchase of groceries and school pen-
cils to the metropolitan marts with far-
flung clientele for such commodities at
retail as expensive clothing and (it could
have been added) stocks and bonds.
Secrist’s conceptions, borne out by his
findings, were undoubtedly influenced by
the conception of gradients in urban
phenomena, developed by McKenzie,
Burgess, and others at the department
of sociology of the University of Chicago.
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Statistical Issues

I remain somewhat overwhelmed by
the immense variety and complexity of
the statistical issues to be faced in a
changing society, even in a single coun-
try—the United States. The subjects
upon which data will be needed will not
differ greatly from those now elaborated
in many familiar statistical sources. We
will still need information on such eco-
nomic phenomena as employment, wages,
income, agricultural and industrial pro-
duction, distribution, prices, and finance,
as well as on demographic and vital
phenomena, health, education, and other
indicators of social structure and wel-
fare—all, as at present, in great detail.
The predictable statistical changes will
be less in subject matter than in the
demographic units of statistical classifi-
cation and in the over-all structure of
organization.

A greater volume and specificity of
local data will be needed as urban ag-
glomerations continue to expand. These
data will be directed toward the solution
of types of issues that have already ap-
peared in our larger metropolitan areas,
especially in those which embrace two
or more state jurisdictions. Such issues
are under study by the Joint House—
Senate Committee on the Washington
Metropolitan Area. The committee has
tabulated the problems most often men-
tioned “by area public agencies as the
most important facing the group.” In
order of frequency of mention, these are
mass transportation, highways, recrea-
tion and park acquisition, sewage dis-
posal, water supply, land-use zoning, silt
and industrial water pollution, lack of
authoritative planning, school shortages,
hospital problems, taxes, public housing,
special problems of the District of Co-
lumbia, parking, and taxicab regulation.
Although not mentioned by that name,
urban renewal clearly belongs in the list.

Most of these issues will be found in
other metropolitan areas. They will con-
tinue to exist, in even more exaggerated
form, if, as allegedly predicted by
Jerome Pickard of the Washington
Board of Trade, the Washington and
Baltimore areas are ultimately consoli-
dated in a single gigantic city of 8 mil-
lion people (10).

Greater emphasis upon local data will
have to be reconciled with pressures for
information of national scope. These
pressures will continue to increase as na-
tional economic and social organization,
both in the public and private sectors of
the economy, continues to expand. With
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local and national statistics both gaining
in relative importance, a relative shrink-
age can occur only in the availability of
data related to the traditional adminis-
trative jurisdictions of our political sys-
tem below the Federal Government—
states, counties, and incorporated muni-
cipalities.

Demands for information pertaining to
cross-cutting areas under special and ad
hoc jurisdictions—port authorities, tran-
sit commissions, sewer districts, and offi-
cial planning bodies, for example—and
for information for unofficial bodies such
as regional planning counsels, will lead
to a proliferation of statisticians and sta-
tistical activities. ‘“Municipal” statistics
have never received in the United States
the extensive specialized development
and recognition given them in Europe.
Bypassing their development, here we
may anticipate the emergence of “urban
statistics” as a major subdivision of the
statistical field. Uniform national pat-
terns for obtaining much of the data
needed by special and ad hoc agencies
will be absent. These agencies will de-
pend increasingly upon their own statis-
tical personnel and facilities rather than
upon those of the Federal Government.
A tendency toward the decentralization
of statistical responsibilities from Wash-
ington, along with a needed clarification
of the respective responsibilities of na-
tional and local statistical agencies, may
result.

To Washington, however, the public
must continue to look for basic data per-
taining to the population, its distribu-
tion and its use of the earth’s surface.
Most statistical information is directly
or indirectly based upon the population
census. The decennial population and
housing census may well become quin-
quennial, as statisticians and sociologists
have urged for upward of a quarter of
a century. It will be supplemented by
expansions of the monthly “current
population survey,” an invention of de-
pression years, to give more information
on more subjects on a sample basis.

The demand for information on popu-
lation and housing by small and stabil-
ized area units, already great, will con-
tinue to grow as urban agglomerations
are widened. Aggregates for many varied
combinations of small areas will be com-
piled for the numerous special studies
undertaken by official jurisdictions and
unofficial planning bodies that cut across
traditional administrative boundaries.
The statistical “building blocks” needed
for this purpose have already been cre-
ated and put to use in most of the larger

cities and throughout some of the met-
ropolitan areas of the United States.
“Census tracts” consist of small areas,
coinciding where practicable with the
boundaries of administrative jurisdic-
tions or electoral districts but relatively
independent of changes in these. They
are intended to remain constant from
year to year and from survey to survey.
As primary units for statistical summa-
tion they make possible comparability
among diverse data and the measure-
ment of changes in demographic, social,
and economic structures over a period of
time. Most cities of 50,000 or more
population and all metropolitan areas
with central cities of 100,000 or more
population have now been divided into
tracts by local initiative with federal re-
view and approval. The total of 12,500
tracts in 1950 has already been raised to
some 22,000. When the process of divi-
sion into tracts has been completed, to
include all of the territory which is
urbanized, or is likely to become urban-
ized, or is affected by the proximity of
agglomeration, then a statistical por-
trayal in census terms of the growth of
a “Virginia-to-Maine strip city” will be-
come a simple problem of arithmetic.
Statistical studies of problems of the
types that concern the House—Senate
Committee on the Washington Metro-
politan Area will be facilitated. A more
precise definition of the extent and char-
acter of the influences exerted by urban
agglomerations upon surrounding terri-
tory, including delimitations of those in-
fluences, will become possible.

A second type of statistical “building
block” now in use and subject to greater
development in the future is the city
block itself. The practical utility of use
of city blocks is found in urban areas of
high population density where sharper
delineations than census tracts are needed
for urban renewal and slum clearance
programs and for correlations among
housing conditions, health, delinquency,
and other social phenomena. City blocks
are also useful for certain marketing
studies and for use in the stratification
of samples. Block statistics have lesser
utility in loosely built residential areas.

Population mobility, as compared with
place of residence or abode, will receive
greater emphasis in the future. Func-
tional differentiations are magnified in
an expanding urban agglomeration, and
related problems of transportation and
communication will give greater impor-
tance to the movements of people within
it. Daily movement of population, or its
absence, is not always a function of com-
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munity size. Nevertheless, the prevailing
pattern of urban living for an increasing
number of adults involves a principal di-
vision of time between place of abode
and place of work, with growing distance
between the two and between either of
them and places of marketing and rec-
reation. The character, direction, and
extent of the incidental transportation
are ancillary data of crucial importance
to planners and analysts of urban prob-
lems.

Each of two statistical approaches to
the relatively new phenomenon of sep-
aration between residence and work
may serve a different group of needs.
For some purposes, notably for planning
measures of civil defense, it seems impor-
tant to know the physical location of
people at various times of the day and
week. The conception of “residence” is
applicable to a part only—possibly a
minor part—of the 24 hours in a working
day. In terms of some unit of economic
activity, presumably hours of employ-
ment, residence is clearly of secondary
importance. Hence, it is conceivable that
we may some time wish, following Brit-
ish census precedent, to make the place
of work rather than place of abode the
primary basis of classification of the
adult population.

If funds were available and adminis-
trative difficulties could be resolved, a
double enumeration and classification is
conceivable: one enumeration at the
place of residence and one at the place
of work, without attempt to identify
the individuals counted at the one
place with those counted at the other.
This would have the advantage (since
information concerning workers is usu-
ally provided to census enumerators by
some other member of the family) of
providing much more accurate informa-
tion than at present concerning the occu-
pation, industry, and work status of the
population. For any area, comparison
between the resident population and the
working population would indicate the
net, rather than gross, diurnal movement
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between the two areas. In its usual laud-
able endeavor to adapt its schedules to
the changing times, the Bureau of the
Census is even now contemplating an at-
tempt in the 1960 census to gain a gross
measure of diurnal movement by inter-
relating residence with place of work as
identified with one or another of a few
broad zones into which metropolitan
areas may be divided.

The second statistical approach to di-
urnal population mobility is to measure
movements while they are in process.
This approach has become familiar in
the form of traffic surveys which enu-
merate drivers or passengers by origin
and destination of trip. The utility of
this type of inquiry is more limited and
perhaps more ephemeral than that of a
census at place of work would be. Traffic
surveys have specialized value for those
who must plan the extensions and inter-
relations of highway networks and other
transit facilities.

A parallel problem of population mo-
bility is involved in seasonal movements.
The Bureau of the Census is confronted
with a new puzzle in its application of
even the conventional identification of
place of residence: Many families now
have two residences. Which of them is to
be considered the family base for the tab-
ulation of population totals? The direc-
tion of its thinking is indicated by the bu-
reau’s decision to record college students
as residing at the place of their study.

More extensive are the annual migra-
tions of millions of persons between sea-
sons to take advantage of climatic differ-
ences. Time magazine (II) reports that
“8,500,000 to 9,000,000 outstaters are
planning to flock to Florida in the next
twelve months—about 1,000,000 more
than in the past year.” Surely this is an
important social phenomen, collaterally
related to urbanism, of which statistical
records must be made in a more syste-
matic manner in the future.

The statistical response to this phe-
nomenon seems to require a still further
expansion of the monthly sample current
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population survey of the Bureau of the
Census. Just as many time series of eco-
nomic data are conceived as reflecting a
variety of movements—secular, cyclical,
and seasonal, in particular—the location
of people may in the future be similarly
conceived and measured. The official
“population” of a community or area
may some time require notation of the
season, and even of the day and hour,
and not merely of the date of the decen-
nial or quinquennial enumeration.

A final conclusion concerns the need
for statistical studies of the attitudes and
plans of the people whose continued
presence in close proximity creates the
urban agglomeration. If we knew more
about the interests, desires, and motiva-
tions which prompt people to seek resi-
dence in a particular suburb, to return
from a fringe area to a downtown apart-
ment, to drive through traffic instead of
riding on the Long Island Railroad or
the Illinois Central, we would obtain a
better view of the forces and trends to
which urban growth and planning must
be adapted.
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