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What's in a Statistical Area?
Awash in acronyms, the hierarchical nature of CBSAs (Core Based Statistical Area)
and MSAs (Metropolitan Statistical Area) is not immediately apparent to the
ordinary observer. This is markedly true in witnessing the term's common usage.
A particular geographic region may commonly be referred to as an MSA and a
CBSA; both usages would be completely correct.
What is a CBSA?
The broadest classification of a statistical area is known as a Core Based Statistical
Area. CBSAs are defined by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB)
generally as a core area with a population of at least 10,000 including at least one
adjacent territory that maintains a high degree of social and economic integration
with the core through commuting. The building blocks that comprise these
statistical areas are almost always counties or equivalent entities.
What is an MSA or MD?
CBSAs are further subcategorized into Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) and
Metropolitan Divisions (MDs) based on the core's respective population. An MSA or
"Metro" has a core urban area with a population of greater than 50,000 of which
the entire geographic region is socially and economically tied to through commuting.
CBSAs that meet the 10,000 resident population threshold but have less than
50,000 are known as Micropolitan Statistical Areas (μSAs).
A Metro with a single core and a population exceeding 2.5 million, under criteria
specified by the OMB, may be further subdivided into Metropolitan Divisions.
An example of this would be the Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX Metropolitan
Statistical Area. This MSA is composed of two very different MDs: the Dallas-PlanoIrving and Fort Worth-Arlington Metropolitan Divisions.
History and evolution of CBSAs
The general concept of a Core Based Statistical Area, originally known as a
Standard Metropolitan Area (SMA), was first utilized in 1950 census reports. Over
time the idea evolved into a Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Area (CMSA) and
Primary Metropolitan Statistical Area (PMSA) hierarchy in 1983, eventually moving
into their current CBSA form.
CBSA definitions are periodically evaluated and redefined by the OMB as population
and economic activity within a region may change. These changes, such as the
addition or removal of component counties, often coincide with the decennial census.
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Exhibit 2 - Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX
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