Prepared by National Ministries Research


Demographics—Identifying Your Crowd

Read:  Mark 6:30-37  

Key verse: “When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd.”   (v.34a, NIV)

How to Read Table Data

When reading demographic data, it is important to identify the geography in question, the years being reported, as well as the variables (or theme) contained in the report and the population in question (i.e., who is the report about?).  Notice that the report below includes a time dimension.

ZIP = 19401 


Population by Age Groups                                2000    
     2004  

   2009


Population, Median Age:                                 35.3           35.7            36.2

Population Aged 0 to 5 Years:                          2,994          2,966           3,049

Population Aged 6 to 11 Years:                         3,069          2,867           2,771

Population Aged 12 to17 Years:                         2,822          2,908           3,190

Population Aged 18 to 24 Years:                        3,646          3,775           4,253

Population Aged 25 to 34 Years:                        6,173          5,972           6,069

Population Aged 35 to 44 Years:                        5,938          5,650           5,601

Population Aged 45 to 54 Years:                        4,561          4,813           5,559

Population Aged 55 to 64 Years:                        3,175          3,487           4,091

Population Aged 65 to 74 Years:                        2,641          2,475           2,406

Population Aged 75 to 84 Years:                        2,022          2,028           2,138

Population Aged 85 Years and Older:                      706            775             905

Population, TOTAL:                                    37,747         37,716          40,032

QUESTIONS:  According to this table, what is expected to happen to the median age of the population in ZIP 19401 between 2000 and 2009?

Compare the percentage of the population that is under 18 years of age for each of the three years.  What is projected for the population 55 to 64 years of age over this period?

What Is “Average?”

The mean and the median are commonly used measures of central tendency. The median is the value that has 50% of the values on one side and 50% on the other side.  The mean is found by adding up all the values and dividing this sum by the number of values counted.

Consider a family of 5: a husband, wife, and three children.  The husband is 30 years old, the wife 29 years old, and the children are 9, 5, and 2.  The median age of this family is 9 years old.  The mean age is 15 years.  They tell us different things about the age of this hypothetical family.  Planning the church’s outreach to this family based on the average age of 15 years old would be a mistake—there are no teens in this family.  In this case the median gives a more accurate picture of who is in the family.

Consider a factory with 100 employees—10 managers and 90 hourly workers.  Seven of the managers earn yearly salaries of $100,000.  The three top executives earn $250,000 each.  The hourly workers all earn $40,000 each yearly.  The average income in this factory is $50,500.  What is the median yearly income of the employees in this factory? If hourly workers were members of your church, which figure would be more useful in estimating the church’s giving potential?

The next table moves through space instead of time.

Racial Population Characteristics (2004): Rings Around ZIP 19401 (Norristown, PA)










1 mile
  3 miles
      5 miles                               

White Population, Alone:                              14,398         68,565         133,584

Black Population, Alone:                              10,148         14,268          18,346

Asian Population, Alone:                                 962          4,149           9,218

Other Population:                                      2,669          4,179           5,505

Hispanic Population:                                   3,308          4,754           6,058

Total Population (1/1/2004):                          28,177         91,161         166,653

QUESTIONS:  What is the theme of this table?  What geography is covered?  What year is being reported?  Notice that adding the population figures for White, Black, Asian, and Other gives the total population.   These are racial categories.  Since Hispanics may be of any race, unless you are told otherwise, their numbers are already included in the racial categories.  Sometimes the racial categories are broken down in to Hispanic and non-Hispanic.

QUESTION:  Does the population become more or less Hispanic as we move outwards from the center of the study?  What about the Asian population?

The next table shows 2004 population estimates for Trenton, New Jersey.

Detailed Population Characteristics: Trenton, NJ             

Family Population:                                   352,651

Non-Family Population:                                54,831

Population, Urban:                                   414,793

Population, Rural:                                    15,407

Population, Total Group Quarters:                     22,718

Population, Institutional Group Quarters:            
 8,204

Population, Non-Institutional  Group Quarters:        14,514

Population (1/1/2004):                               430,200

QUESTION:  What percentage of the total population live in Group Quarters?  For 2004 it is estimated that approximately 2.8% of the population live in Group Quarters.  What questions come to mind when you look at the Group Quarters numbers from Trenton, New Jersey?

How to Define Your Area of Interest

When conducting a demographic study, it is important to define the area you are studying.  What is the extent of the study, and what level of detail do we need to consider?  Does the area you wish to study have a center—for example, your church location or a potential site for a new church or a new building?  Do you want to draw a circle or some other shape around the center?  Do you want to determine distance in terms of miles or drive time?  Perhaps you may wish to study your whole city or town as a unit.

A number of different levels of geography are commonly used for local demographic studies.  You may wish to use city or town, ZIP code, census tract.  Note that while ZIP codes are convenient, especially if you are contemplating a direct mail campaign, the purpose of ZIP codes is to deliver the U.S. mail.  The Census Bureau relates demographic data to ZIP codes by the use of ZIP Code Tabulation Areas, which approximate ZIP Code boundaries.

You can begin by driving around the area you wish to study and noting boundaries such as streets, rivers, or railroad tracks.  Then look at a map to define the area to be studied.  Affordable mapping software such as Street Atlas USA from DeLorme (www.delorme.com) may be helpful, but you can use paper maps.

HANDOUT: How to Find Census Tracts and Census Tract Maps

How to Read Theme Maps

This map shows 2004 estimated median household income in dollars by county for the state of Arizona.  The green shows the counties with higher median household income.  The gray shows the counties with the lowest median household income.  A theme map relates data to geography in a way that tabular data cannot do as effectively.  

QUESTIONS:  Which County shows the highest median household income?  Which county shows the lowest median household income?
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Where to Find Demographic Data

HANDOUT:  Resources for Local Demographic Information

Now what?

It is important to use demographic reports obtained from a database or a company in conjunction with what you or other informants know about an area.  The mile high view needs to be qualified by the ground level view!  Demographic reports can prompt you to ask questions that require further investigation at the local level.   Demographic studies are not magic and do not provide answers to the question: what should we do?  However, they can help us to frame our questions.

HANDOUT: Sample Report: Trenton, New Jersey

QUESTIONS:  Based on the information in this handout, what possibilities for new ministries would you investigate?  What might you explore further if this were your ministry area?  Is there any place in the report where you are able to see the crowd with compassion—a place where your heart is touched?
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