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Introduction

Since 1950, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and its predecessor have 
established Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) to be used for reporting data from 
agencies across the federal government. The definition used for the delineation of these 
areas (which have had varying names) evolved up through 1990, with changes being 
made for each census. But a major review during the 1990s resulting in a fundamental 
change in the definition being made in 2000. The new definition, first used to delineate 
new MSAs in 2003, resulted in many areas that had been designated a single MSA in 
2000 being split in multiple, smaller MSAs, as many as 6 smaller MSAs in one instance. 
(Some of the areas split were formally termed Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical 
Areas, CMSAs. This was a confusing name change for some large MSAs for which 
subdivisions had been identified. They had been defined using the same criteria as the 
MSAs and were in no sense the product of any consolidation.)
 
I believe that this change was very unfortunate, providing a limiting view of the  full 
extent of many large metropolitan areas. This note examines this change, starting with a 
brief presentation of the changes made to the metropolitan area definition. The areas 
delineated in 2003 using the new definition are compared with the MSAs identified 
previously and used for the reporting of the 2000 census. While the Combined 
Statistical Areas (CSAs) also established in the new definition include areas similar to 
the older MSAs, they are not a good alternative to the limited new MSAs, as discussed 
in the final section.

The Change in the Definition of MSAs

The Bureau of the Budget, predecessor to OMB, first identified what were then called 
Standard Metropolitan Areas in the 1940s as a consistent set of areas to be used for 
statistical reporting by agencies across the federal government. The definition evolved 
over time, for application using the data from each new census, but the basic character 
remained constant through 1990 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1994; U.S. Office of 
Management and Budget 1990, 1998). Counties were used as the building blocks for 
creating the metropolitan areas, which came to be called Metropolitan Statistical Areas, 
MSAs. An MSA started with a city having a population of 50,000 or more (or something 
similar; this was tweaked over time). The county in which the city was located (or 
counties, in some cases) became a part of the MSA and were designated as central 
counties. Contiguous outlying counties were added to the MSA if they met specified 
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criteria for integration with the metropolitan area and for metropolitan character. 
Integration was measured by the percent of workers in the outlying county commuting to 
the central county or counties. Metropolitan character was established using measures 
such as population density and the percentage of the county population urban.

The metropolitan area standard adopted in 1990 included minimum commuting 
thresholds ranging from 15 percent to 50 percent and varying thresholds for at least four 
different measures of metropolitan character. Levels of integration and metropolitan 
character were traded-off in determining whether a county would be included in the 
MSA: The higher the level of commuting, the lower were the requirements for 
metropolitan character and vice versa. This metropolitan area definition was first 
employed in delineating MSAs in 1993 using the data from the 1990 census. It was last 
used in delineating MSAs in 1999 using updated population estimates (but still relying 
on 1990 census data for much of the data used). These MSAs were used for the 
reporting of the data from the 2000 census. This follows the timing used in earlier and 
later decades as well: A revised definition would be released around the time of the 
census. This definition would first be used several years later to delineate new areas 
using the data from that census. Updates would be made throughout the decade using 
new population estimates, concluding with the final update prior to the next census, 
which is then used for the reporting of that census.

The decision was made after 1990 that the metropolitan area standards had become 
unnecessarily complex and ad hoc. A major effort was undertaken by OMB to review the 
definition, establishing the Metropolitan Area Standards Review Committee (U.S. Office 
of Management and Budget 1998). This coincided with a review by the Bureau of the 
Census of the standards for identifying urban areas which led to major changes to those 
as well (which also affected the metropolitan area definition and delineation; U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 2002).

After several iterations, new standards for metropolitan (and now other) areas were 
released by OMB in late 2000 (U.S. Office of Management and Budget 2000). The new 
definition continued to use counties as the building blocks for MSAs. But now the 
designation of a metropolitan area would begin not with a city but with an Urbanized 
Area (UA), which by definition would have a population of at least 50,000. The county or 
counties in which the UA were dominant would be designated as central counties and 
would become the core of the MSA. (This means that the delineation of the UAs would 
have a significant impact on the area included in an MSA.) Contiguous outlying counties 
would be included in the MSA based only on commuting. Integration was the only factor 
taken into consideration. Criteria for metropolitan character were eliminated from the 
definition. The commuting threshold was set at 25 percent. Either 25 percent or more of 
the workers living in the outlying county had to work in the central counties or at least 25 
percent of the those working in the outlying county had to reside in the central counties.

As part of the 2000 census, new UAs were delineated using the data from that census 
and the newly created UA definition. The new metropolitan area standards, the new 
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UAs, and the data from the 2000 census were first used to delineate new MSAs in 2003 
(U.S. Bureau of the Census 2003a).

The revised 2000 standards included provisions for designating other areas as well. In 
addition to the MSAs, the standards provided for the delineation of Micropolitan 
Statistical Areas. These areas were developed around Urban Clusters with populations 
of at least 10,000 but under the 50,000 threshold for UAs. The Urban Clusters were 
comparable to the UAs, but had smaller populations. The Micropolitan Statistical Areas 
were defined in the same way as the MSAs but were again smaller. Together, the MSAs 
and the Micropolitan Statistical Areas were termed Core-Based Statistical Areas 
(CBSAs). (Not the most felicitous language!)

The Micropolitan Statistical Areas come into play because in addition to the MSAs, OMB 
further defined Combined Statistical Areas (CSAs) that were combinations of CBSAs 
(Metropolitan or Micropolitan) having commuting interchange of at least 15 percent. In 
other words, these would be larger areas with a lower degree of integration than the 
MSAs. Note that not all MSAs become part of a CSA. This note will be looking at the 
CSAs resulting from the new definition as well as the MSAs.

Procedure for Comparison

This note compares the MSAs delineated in 1999 and used for the 2000 census (the 
“old” MSAs) with the MSAs and CSAs delineated in 2003 (the “new” areas using the 
new definition). Note that this is not a perfect comparison. The 1999 MSAs were 
delineated using 1990 census data along with updated population estimates. The 2003 
MSAs and CSAs were delineated using 2000 census data. But this is the closest one 
can get for comparing the effects of the old versus new definitions.

Comparisons are being made for the 49 MSAs that had populations greater than one 
million as reported in the 2000 census (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2001). Note that 
these are the MSAs delineated in 1999 using the old, 1990 definition.

The areas included in the MSAs (and 2003 CSAs) are compared by examining the 
counties included in each area (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1999a, 2003a, b). MSAs in 
New England presented a choice on how to proceed. Under the old definition, the 
default MSAs in New England were constructed using cities and towns as the building 
blocks, not counties. OMB did provide for alternative New England County Metropolitan 
Areas (NECMAs; U.S. Bureau of the Census 1999b). The new definition uses counties 
as the default throughout the country including in New England. Now, the option is 
provided for New England for an alternative set of areas using cities and towns. 
Because it makes sense to use counties uniformly as the building blocks throughout the 
country and because it is the default under the new definition, the NECMAs are used for 
the areas in New England for the old areas to be compared with the new areas. There is 
still one hitch remaining, however. The old New York MSA extended into Connecticut. It 
was defined using counties in New York and New Jersey, of course, but it used the 
cities and towns for the portion in Connecticut. And the NECMAs do not include a 
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version of the New York area using Connecticut counties. So in this case it was 
necessary to compare the cities and towns for the old MSA with the counties for the new 
areas as best one could.

In making the comparisons of the old and new MSAs, old and new areas are considered 
to be the “same,” or one MSA is considered to be located within another area if most of 
the counties are the same or within. Areas vary across the old and new delineations as 
to which outlying counties are included. This can depend both on the differences in the 
definitions and on the data being used for the delineation. Outlying counties are often 
added to an MSA as it expands over time. Furthermore, only the presence of MSAs is 
considered for the 2003 delineations. Micropolitan Statistical Areas are ignored, as they 
would  be more be like other outlying counties that might be included in one instance 
but not another.

Finally, two notes on the nomenclature being employed. Under the old definition, some 
MSAs with populations greater than one million were subdivided into smaller divisions. 
In a very confusing and misleading way. OMB called these subdivisions Primary 
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (PMSAs) and then renamed the MSAs that had been 
subdivided as Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Areas (CMSAs). This did not make 
a lot of sense. The larger areas, now the CMSAs, were delineated first, exactly like all of 
the other MSAs. In no sense were they a product of any consolidation of the PMSAs. 
Likewise, the PMSAs were not primary; they did not come first. They were subdivisions 
created from the MSAs, now  called CMSAs. This nomenclature led to a lot of people 
making the unfortunate choice of using PMSAs as units for analysis when the entire 
MSA/CMSA would have been more appropriate. In this note, for simplicity I will use the 
term MSA to refer to both the (undivided) MSAs and the CMSAs for the old areas.

The metropolitan area definitions also provide the rules for naming the areas, often 
involving the inclusion of the names of 3 cities and always all of the states, whether or 
not all of this information adds to the identification of the areas. And the names can 
differ depending on differences in the rules and even on changes in city populations 
over time. Especially since this note is focusing on the larger MSAs, I will use simplified 
names, often the single principal city but sometimes two or three cities when such 
combinations make sense or are often used to refer to an area. State names will not be 
included except in the case of smaller MSAs for multi-state areas when I think that will 
assist in identification.

2000 MSAs versus 2003 MSAs

This section compares the MSAs used in reporting the 2000 census (delineated in 
1999) with the MSAs delineated in 2003, using the new 2000 definition. It will identify 
those areas in which the MSAs are substantially the same (differing at most in some 
outlying counties) and those MSAs from one set that include within their areas two or 
more MSAs in the other set.
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Of the 49 MSAs as defined for the 2000 census, 29 are about the same as the new 
2003 MSAs. So in these cases, the change in the definition had at most only a minor 
effect on the extent of the MSA. Table 1 lists these MSAs.

Table 1. 2000 MSAs and 2003 MSAs that are (approximately) the same.

But this, of course, leaves 20 MSAs that differ. For 18 of the old MSAs as delineated for 
the 2000 census, 2 or more of the new 2003 MSAs are (approximately) included within 
their boundaries. Or to put it another way, these 2000 MSAs were split into multiple 
MSAs under the new definition. Table 2 lists for each of these 18 MSAs as defined 
under the old definition, the new MSAs included within their boundaries. The 2000 
MSAs were often far more extensive than the newer 2003 MSAs centered on the same 
area.

Two of the 2000 MSAs that differed from 2003 showed the opposite pattern. The old 
MSAs included the Miami-Fort Lauderdale MSA and the West Palm Beach MSA. In 
2003 delineation these areas are included in a single Miami-Fort Lauderdale-West Palm 
Beach MSA.

Atlanta Nashville

Austin New Orleans

Buffalo Norfolk-Virginia Beach

Charlotte Oklahoma City

Cincinnati Orlando

Columbus Phoenix

Dallas-Fort Worth Pittsburgh

Hartford Providence

Houston Rochester

Jacksonville Sacramento

Kansas City St. Louis

Las Vegas San Antonio

Louisville San Diego

Memphis Tampa-St. Petersburg

Minneapolis-St. Paul
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Table 2. 2000 MSAs with multiple 2003 MSAs included within their boundaries.

2000 MSA 2003 MSAs Included

Boston Boston

Worcester MA

Manchester-Nashua NH

Providence RI

Chicago Chicago

Kankakee IL

Cleveland-Akron Cleveland

Akron

Denver Denver

Boulder

Greeley

Detroit Detroit

Ann Arbor

Flint

Monroe

Grand Rapids Grand Rapids

Muskegon

Holland

Greensboro—Winston-Salem—High Point Greensboro-High Point

Winston Salem

Burlington

Indianapolis Indianapolis

Anderson

Los Angeles Los Angeles

Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario

Oxnard-Thousand Oaks-Ventura

Milwaukee Milwaukee

Racine
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New York New York

Poughkeepsie NY

Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk CT

New Haven-Milford CT

Trenton NJ

Philadelphia Philadelphia

Atlantic City NJ

Ocean City NJ

Vineland-Millville-Bridgeton NJ

Portland Portland

Salem

Raleigh-Durham Raleigh

Durham

Salt Lake City Salt Lake City

Ogden

San Francisco-Oakland-San Jose San Francisco-Oakland

San Jose

Santa Cruz

Santa Rosa

Vallejo-Fairfield

Napa

Seattle-Tacoma Seattle-Tacoma

Bremerton

Olympia

Washington-Baltimore Washington

Baltimore

Hagerstown MD-Martinsburg WV
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2000 MSAs versus 2003 CSAs

Of the 48 main 2003 MSAs (the combination of Miami-Fort Lauderdale and West Palm 
Beach reduces the count from the 2000 MSAs by one), 36 were combined with other 
CBSAs to form CSAs. Of the 12 that did not become part of a CSA, 10 were MSAs that 
were the same in 2000 and 2003, listed in Table 1. The other 2 were Portland, where 
the 2000 Portland MSA also included the 2003 Salem MSA, and the 2003 Miami-Fort 
Lauderdale-West Palm Beach MSA.

Sixteen of the 2003 MSAs were the same as the corresponding 2000 MSAs and 
became part of CSAs with no additional MSAs added. Only one or more Micropolitan 
Statistical Areas were added. So the CSA became somewhat larger than the MSA but 
remained fundamentally the same as the 1999 MSA.

This leaves 20 CSAs that included additional MSAs beyond the principal MSA being 
considered. Eleven of those 2003 CSAs included exactly the same 2003 MSAs that 
were included within the area of the older 2000 MSA, as listed in Table 2. These CSAs 
are listed in Table 3. So in these cases, the 2003 CSAs are providing approximately the 
same metropolitan extent as did the 2000 MSAs.

Table 3. 2003 CSAs with multiple MSAs the same as those in the 2000 MSA.

Table 4 lists the remaining 9 CSAs where there is a difference between the MSAs 
included in the CSA and the extent of the 2000 MSA. Most of the differences are quite 
small. For 6 of the areas, the CSA included an additional MSA that was not included in 
the area of the 2000 MSA. And in 5 of these cases, the 2003 MSA that was included 
had not even been designated as an MSA in 2000. The one exception is St. Cloud, in 
the Minneapolis-St. Paul CSA, which had not been included in the 2000 MSA.

Three of the CSAs did not include MSAs that had been a part of the 2000 MSA: 
Burlington in the Greensboro—Winston-Salem—High Point MSA, Atlantic City and 
Ocean City in the Philadelphia MSA, and Hagerstown-Martinsburg in the Washington-
Baltimore MSA.

Boston Milwaukee

Cleveland-Akron Raleigh-Durham

Denver Salt Lake City

Detroit San Jose-San Francisco-Oakland

Grand Rapids Seattle-Tacoma

Los Angeles
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Table 4. 2003 CSAs differing from 2000 MSAs.

The striking thing is the extent to which the CSAs come so close to duplicating the 
areas of the old 2000 MSAs. The new definition made many of the large MSAs smaller 
than they had been before. But then the CSAs expanded the areas to very closely 
approximate the earlier MSAs.

Why Not Just Use CSAs?

I believe strongly that the old MSAs and the new CSAs better portray the extent of large 
metropolitan areas as they have evolved and that these areas are more suitable for use 
in many applications. This is why I chose to use the CSAs as the starting point for my 
urban patterns research.

Some of the key examples I would note in support of this are as follows: 

• The New York CSA includes the Connecticut suburbs of New York; the MSA does 
not. I cannot see how an acceptable specification of the extent of the New York 
metropolitan area could not include the Connecticut suburbs.

• San Francisco-Oakland and San Jose share a continuous stretch of urban 
development on the peninsula. There are the stories of the busses transporting 
Google and other Silicon Valley employees from residences in San Francisco to 

2003 CSA Difference from 2000 MSA

Atlanta Gainesville GA in 2003 CSA, not in 2000 
MSA (was not an MSA in 2000)

Chicago Michigan City IN in 2003 CSA, not in 2000 
MSA (was not an MSA in 2000)

Greensboro—Winston-Salem—High Point Burlington NC in 2000 MSA, not in 2003 CSA

Indianapolis Columbus IN in 2003 CSA, not in 2000 MSA 
(was not an MSA in 2000)

Louisville Elizabethtown KY in 2003 CSA, not in 2000 
MSA (was not an MSA in 2000)

Minneapolis-St. Paul St. Cloud MN in 2003 CSA, not in 2000 MSA

New York Kingston NY MSA in 2003 CSA, not in 2000 
MSA (was not an MSA in 2000)

Philadelphia Atlantic City NJ and Ocean City NJ in 2000 
MSA, not in 2003 CSA

Washington-Baltimore Hagerstown MD-Martinsburg WV in 2000 
MSA, not in 2003 CSA

�9



their workplaces (with this being resented by other San Francisco residents). 
Silicon Valley is associated with the San Jose MSA, but Facebook and the venture 
capitalists on Sand Hill Road are in the San Francisco MSA.

• The Los Angeles and Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario areas are now one of the 
largest continuous stretches of urban development in the country, linked by three 
freeways often jammed during rush hours.

• Raleigh and Durham residents have long considered themselves part of a single 
urban area (along with Chapel Hill), focused on the Research Triangle Park in the 
middle.

The examples could go one. Certainly one might quibble that certain of the CSAs are 
too large and all-encompassing. But overall, I believe the CSAs reflect the increasing 
extent of metropolitan integration that has been occurring.

The new MSA definition divides many metropolitan areas into multiple MSAs that do not 
reflect the growth and integration of those areas. The new CSAs would seem to 
overcome this problem and are very similar to the old MSAs. So the question arises, 
why not just use the CSAs instead of the new MSAs? Indeed, that is what I have 
chosen to do in my urban patterns research. Unfortunately, that is not a satisfactory 
solution for most users and most cases.

First, MSAs are familiar. They have been around and have been used for metropolitan 
area statistics (with one name or another) since 1950. They are the official OMB 
delineations of metropolitan areas. Many users will not even be know of the CSAs, 
much less issues regarding the choice of one set of areas versus another.

Second, the CSAs constitute an incomplete set of areas. Only those areas that have 
been combined with other CBSAs are designated as CSAs. For the remaining areas, 
only the original MSAs exist. Now it may seem reasonable to use the MSAs for areas in 
which they have not been combined into CSAs and use the CSAs where they exist. But 
the Census Bureau seems to discourage this. From the Census website:

Combined Statistical Areas (CSAs) consist of two or more adjacent CBSAs that 
have substantial employment interchange. The CBSAs that combine to create a 
CSA retain separate identities within the larger CSA. Because CSAs represent 
groupings of metropolitan and/or micropolitan statistical areas, they should not 
be ranked or compared with individual metropolitan and micropolitan statistical 
areas.” (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2014)

Now if by this they mean one should not compare the population of a CSA with the 
population of another MSA which has been combined into a CSA, sure. Making such a 
comparison would be wrong. It would be like comparing the population of one MSA with 
the population of a large city at the center of another. It would not make sense. But this 
seems so obvious that it should not be necessary for the Census to issue such a 
warning. 
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On the other hand, if the intent is to suggest that one should not compare the population 
of the CSAs with the population of those MSAs that have not been combined into CSAs, 
I think this advice is clearly wrong. The CSAs are ares created by combining 2 or more 
CBSAs with a commuting interchange of at least 15 percent. The remaining MSAs are 
those where no areas were available for such combination. All one has to do to make it 
clear that the comparison is appropriate is to make a minor tweak to the CSA definition. 
Instead of saying combine 2 or more CBSAs, change  the definition to the following: 
Take the set of all CBSAs. Combine those areas with commuting interchange of at least 
15 percent. Use the resulting set of areas. Note that will include the current CSAs and 
the remaining CBSAs that were not combined. Of course that resulting set could not be 
called Combined Statistical Areas because not all areas would have involved 
combinations. So call them something else—Extended Statistical Areas or Inclusive 
Statistical Areas or something like that.

But thinking through this process, especially given that the Census Bureau works to 
discourage it, is not something that many users are likely to do.

Another reason most users will stick with MSAs is convenience. A lot of the data they 
need is reported for MSAs. Very little is reported for the CSAs. And even if it were, using 
the CSAs and MSAs for the remaining areas would require getting the data for the two 
types of areas and merging them.

For data that is reported at the county level or below, it is certainly possible to aggregate 
those data to the CSAs. But this involves significant extra work, something that most 
users will choose not to do even if they even understand that it is an option.

Finally, not all data are reported at the county level. Because of either sample size or 
confidentiality restrictions (especially for very detailed economic data), MSAs are the 
smallest units for which some data are reported. And in some instances, there is the 
further limitation that reporting may only be for larger MSAs. Because CSAs are 
comprised of all sizes of CBSAs, including often the smaller Micropolitan Statistical 
Areas, there may be no way to aggregate the data from MSAs to the CSAs.
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