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How to Find and Use Local Data in Fair Housing Planning 
This tutorial video describes how HUD grantees and public housing authorities can find and use local data 
for their fair housing planning processes.  

In this video, you will learn: What local data is; its importance for fair housing planning processes and 
some of the key questions it can help you answer; where and how to find local data sources; 
considerations for collecting it; and finally how to combine local data with HUD-provided data and other 
national data sources to complete a detailed data analysis of local conditions. 

What is local data and why is it important for fair housing planning? 

Local data is a term specifically defined in Assessments of Fair Housing and refers to metrics, statistics, 
and other quantified information that are relevant to program participants’ geographic areas of analysis. 

Local data under the AFH definition also includes certain qualifiers–specifically local data are subject to a 
determination of statistical validity by HUD; are relevant to the program participant’s geographic areas of 
analysis; can be found through a reasonable amount of searching; are readily available at little or no cost; 
and are necessary for the completion of the AFH using the Assessment Tool. 

More generally, there are a few additional characteristics of local data to understand. 

First, there are many forms local data can take, from geospatial data that can be mapped to summarized 
information about a jurisdiction, population, or region. Some data sources may even have information 
about specific housing developments or even individual program participants that you will need to 
determine how best to summarize and present. 

Second, although HUD uses the term ‘local data’ to specifically refer to ‘quantified’ information, this 
does not mean that it excludes qualitative data. For example, local data can include information from 
sources such as surveys of program participants or the broader community. 

Third, HUD also defines the related term “local knowledge,” which provides a helpful complement to 
local data. Local knowledge includes information that tends to not be easily quantified such as laws, plans 
and policies that impact the jurisdiction or region; specific efforts to develop or demolish housing or 
community assets; or local history on fair housing issues. 

The specific local data available and relevant will vary with each grantee or public housing authority’s 
jurisdiction and region, but common examples include data related to public programs, schools, 
population demographics, neighborhood conditions, land use and zoning, and housing development 
activities. We will cover these in more detail later in this video. 

Although the information provided by HUD through the AFFH Data and Mapping Tool and other federal 
datasets provide an excellent starting point for fair housing assessment and planning, there are of course 
limitations that local data can help to overcome.  

One of the most critical limitations to consider is that HUD is only able to provide data for federally 
protected class groups for which nationally uniform data are available. So local data may be needed to 
provide a full picture of housing conditions for all protected classes, particularly those defined under state 
and local laws for which there may be no national data available. 

For example, the state of California has established fair housing protections based on both veteran or 
military status and sexual orientation (among other factors). Because neither of these is a federally 
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protected class, supplementary analysis will be needed for grantees and public housing authorities to 
assess housing conditions based on these factors. For veteran and military status, the American 
Community Survey contains information that can be used, but it does not include information about 
sexual orientation, so a local data source would be useful if available. Fortunately, some jurisdictions such 
as San Francisco have responded to this need by collecting local data on this factor that could be used for 
fair housing planning. 

In addition to covering additional protected classes, local data can also supplement HUD’s data in a 
number of other ways, including providing more up-to-date or more accurate information; better 
alignment with local planning geographies such as neighborhood planning units or local political 
boundaries (though this can also be accomplished by working with HUD’s raw data files); data about the 
production, targeting and service areas of housing and other public programs and services not covered by 
HUD; data collected directly from local residents, for example, via survey; coverage of topics or types of 
data that are not included national datasets, such as population projections, indicators of neighborhood 
opportunity, or more specific information about housing quality. Where local data are available to play 
these roles, they can significantly improve the quality, inclusiveness and utility of fair housing planning 
processes. 

As an example of real-world local data, here are two examples from the recent Chicago Blueprint for Fair 
Housing.  The image on the left is a map of a Walkability Index created by the Chicago Metropolitan 
Agency for Planning. The image on the right is a map of areas eligible for Tax Increment Financing. Both 
of these are topics not covered in the public national datasets, so the local data serve as a helpful 
supplement. Note that in this case, neither data source has specific information about protected classes, so 
the analysis relies on the geographic relationships between these data and the geographic distribution of 
protected class characteristics. 

Where to find local data 

With the rapid growth in the availability of data and organizations’ capacity to work with it, local data is 
more available now than ever before. But it’s important to know where and how to find local data.  

There are several types of organizations that commonly maintain local data, including local or regional 
universities, who may have relevant research or reports; other public and private agencies, which may 
have relevant data or knowledge. This includes state-level agencies, who often maintain statewide 
datasets on schools, public health and other topics. Regional planning entities, such as councils of 
governments or metropolitan planning organizations often serve some type of regional data warehousing 
role. And finally, local community-based organizations may be willing to share administrative data, 
survey results, or descriptive statistics. 

Some local data will be readily available online from organizations or public agency websites or open 
data portals. An example is local administrative boundary GIS files, which can often be downloaded 
through an open data portal, planning agency or GIS department website. 

In other cases, obtaining local data will require contacting an organization to specifically request a dataset 
or potentially the generation of a particular report or summary of a dataset that organization maintains. 

Accessing some types of data may require partnership with other organizations in order to effectively 
utilize it. For example, a public agency may maintain a dataset that contains personally identifiable 
information that cannot be shared directly. In this case, it may be necessary to request time from that 
agency’s staff to analyze, summarize or visualize the data. Lastly, some data may not exist, but you can 
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explore whether it is feasible to undertake a new data collection effort. If it is not feasible to collect this 
data within the timeframe and budget for a fair housing planning process that is already underway, 
consider whether this need could be addressed over time through modifying existing data collection 
practices. For example, perhaps existing data collection on program participants could be modified to 
include new information about a protected class status not previously covered. In cases where local data 
does not exist and it isn’t possible to collect, explore other options such as better understanding these 
conditions by emphasizing them in engagement activities. 

The next series of slides provide a detailed list of common local data that may be relevant for fair housing 
planning and typical sources where they can be found. These are grouped by topic area. While we will not 
cover all of the detail in these tables verbally, you can pause your video at any point to read these in more 
detail.  

Additional information about housing programs is a common and important area to incorporate additional 
local data, since they are an important part of the public sector’s fair housing conditions. These include 
information from public housing authorities, and housing-related public agencies about the locations, 
resident characteristics and affordability periods of publicly supported housing. Because HUD’s data 
includes only federally assisted housing, it is particularly important to identify local data that can speak to 
state and local housing programs, such as local voucher programs or support for homeownership. 

Data on programs serving people who have experienced homelessness, including shelters or emergency 
and transitional housing programs and permanent supportive housing developments may be maintained 
by separate agencies from other housing programs and is another important dimension of public support 
for housing. Geospatial datasets with local political, planning and neighborhood areas can be helpful for 
aligning local data and national data with other public processes and decision making. 

Information about other local real estate activities such as zoning and land use, building permitting, code 
enforcement, and local data on vacancies or home prices and rents can be helpful supplements to national 
datasets in providing additional information about local markets and housing conditions, along with the 
direction and pace of neighborhood change and how the public sector may be influencing or responding 
to this. 

In areas with public transit systems, information from local transit authorities can supplement the data 
provided by HUD and allow for the incorporation of planned transit locations into the analysis of 
disparities in access to opportunity. Local data on school attendance and outcomes can provide additional 
detail about neighborhood access to education. In addition, school districts with charter schools or school 
choice programs may have complex relationships between residential location and school attendance, so 
this may be an opportunity to partner with a university, school district, or other organization to better 
understand conditions with respect to fair housing. 

Information about economic and workforce development and revitalization efforts can be incorporated 
into analyses of disparities in access to opportunity and include focus geographies, service locations and 
programs related to digital access and inclusion. Local public safety data may also be helpful in 
understanding neighborhood conditions. 

Finally, data on local public health conditions including healthcare access, outcome disparities, and 
environmental justice considerations can supplement national data on these issues and improve the 
specificity of analyses of disparities in access to opportunity. 

Considerations for local data collection 
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There are a few key considerations to keep in mind in undertaking local data collection.  

Recognizing that in many communities there are vast amounts of data that could be analyzed, prioritize 
collecting those that have the greatest relevance for fair housing and protected classes or that have 
specific importance to the public. A key input to this prioritization can be the results of engagement 
processes that can point to local issues that national datasets may not cover in adequate detail. This 
prioritization should be done early in the fair housing planning process to allow time for collection. 

In collecting geographic data, it will be important to consider the geographic unit of analysis – geographic 
data may exist as a collection of individual points or data associated with neighborhoods, census tracts, 
census block groups, council districts, and a variety of other geographies. In order to use this data, it may 
be necessary to request data associated with the primary geographies being used in the fair housing 
planning process or to have some means of translating the data into these geographies. 

When requesting data from an organization or agency, there are a few points to consider. First, it is a good 
idea to identify a consistent point of contact that can be available if questions come up concerning the 
dataset in question. Second, be clear about the type, content and format of data needed to reduce the need 
for follow up or making multiple requests. Third, requesting a data dictionary or other documentation 
where available will help to clarify assumptions and what fields in the dataset refer to. Lastly, ensure that 
adequate time is allotted in the planning process for the request to be completed. Organizations and public 
agencies are often busy, and it may take weeks to receive the data requested.  

Regardless of how the data were obtained, be aware of any issues related to confidentiality or personally 
identifiable information and ensure that necessary steps are taken and that any relevant policies are 
complied with in this regard. 

Finally, any local data collected for fair housing planning purposes should, where feasible, be submitted 
to HUD along with any assessment of fair housing or analysis of impediments to fair housing choice so 
that HUD can better understand the basis for the conclusions. 

Incorporating local data into fair housing planning 

Once local data have been collected, they must be incorporated into the fair housing planning process. 
This can happen at multiple points in the planning process. Most frequently, local data are used in the 
analysis of fair housing issues and contributing factors where it is common to see tables and maps based 
on local data. But local data can also play an important role in the facilitation of stakeholder engagement 
processes to establish a shared understanding of conditions or to compare the results from quantitative or 
geographic analyses with stakeholders’ knowledge and lived experiences. 

Finally, local data may play an important role in determining goals and strategies, as it is often important 
to understand current production levels, geographic concentrations and other factors in order to set 
meaningful and measurable goals. In terms of how local data can best be incorporated into the process, 
there are a number of entry points for local data, depending on the nature of the local data and the 
intended use in the process. In most cases, the combination of national and local data available will not 
provide all of the desired information for fair housing planning, so the process will depend on making the 
best use of data that is available.  

In the best case scenario, local data can be related to fair housing issues through explicit coverage of 
protected classes, typically because it is disaggregated by race, gender, language spoken or other factors. 
An example would be a dataset of recipients in a locally funded voucher-based housing assistance 
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program. If the program collects information about the characteristics of beneficiaries, this could allow 
summary of participants based on protected class status. 

Because many local data lack explicit information about protected class status (or at least not all protected 
classes that are relevant for fair housing planning), a common strategy is to relate the information to fair 
housing issues through geographic relationships. This can be done through both descriptive statistics and 
visual analysis. For example, a dataset containing information about disparities in health outcomes by 
census tract but without information disaggregated by protected class status could either be joined to a 
table containing protected class characteristics by census tract and summarized or visualized as a map and 
compared to maps of protected class distributions. HUD’s AFFH Data and Mapping Tool presents 
examples of both of these approaches to geographic relationships analysis. 

Finally, some local data may not be able to be incorporated via protected class or geographic relationship 
analysis but may still be valuable to incorporate. Local data about a key issue facing the jurisdiction or 
region such as population projections in a place where population decline, for example, may provide 
valuable context for fair housing planning, even if that information is not broken out by a neighborhood 
geography or by protected class status. Similarly, information about a public program, such as the total 
number of affordable housing units funded annually under a local housing trust fund, may be relevant for 
goals and strategy development, even if more information about the locations or beneficiaries of that 
production are not readily available. In all cases, it is helpful to anticipate these methods of incorporation 
when undertaking data collection processes to ensure the best alignment between the data collected and 
the intended use case. 

We hope this has been a helpful introduction to the use of local data for fair housing planning. To learn 
more about this tool and fair housing planning more generally, please visit HUD's Affirmatively 
Furthering Fair Housing Page. 
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