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CONTEXT
What community are we talking about?



• Shared community vision
• Evidence-based decisions
• Collaborative action
• Investment & sustainability

• Network of 70 partnerships
– Place-based
– Backbone not service providers
– Collective impact

• Continuous Improvement
– Inspired by Cincinnatti Children’s
– Influenced by Agile methods

https://www.cincinnatichildrens.org/research/divisions/j/anderson-center/education/additional-programs
http://www.strivetogether.org/


KPIs and other corporate speak

Outcome Areas Systems Indicators

https://www.strivetogether.org/what-we-do/theory-of-action/
https://www.strivetogether.org/a-new-framework-to-measure-the-impact-of-systems/


Data folks in StriveTogether’s network

Strengths

• Subject matter experts
• Excellent spreadsheet skills
• Passionate about improving their 

communities
• Tuned in to clients at local agencies

Weaknesses

• No experience writing software
• No knowledge of data structures or 

algorithms
• No familiarity with version control
• Brutally time constrained

Artisanal presentations and dashboards backed by spreadsheets.



Tasks by Expertise

Non-coders

• Formally describe question
• Identify relevant ACS variables
• Create query tables
• Informally describe computations 

needed

Coders

• Guide description of question
• Provide broad menu of possible ACS 

variables
• Write scripts to perform 

computations
• Archive query tables and scripts in 

version control



RESOURCES
This is the shameless plug for my R package



hercacstables

Goal: systems indicators with ACS 
data can be defined once, then 
calculated on demand for any 
partnership.

https://higherx4racine.github.io/hercacstables/


Unpacking Variable Details

Explore the contents of the ACS

UNPACKED_LABELS <- 
hercacstables::GLOSSARY_OF_ACS_VARIABLES |>
    hercacstables::hoist_table_glossary(
        .group = "B27010",
        .fields = c("Age Range",

                    "Number of Plans",

                    "Type of Coverage")
    ) |>
    dplyr::filter(
        .data$Dataset == "ACS5"
    ) |>
    hiRx::only_informative_columns()

Index Variable Age 
Range

Number of 
Plans

Type of 
Coverage

1 B27010_001E NA NA

2 B27010_002E Under 19 
years

NA NA

26 B27010_026E 19 to 34 
years

With two or 
more types of 
health 
insurance 
coverage

NA

37 B27010_037E 35 to 64 
years

With one type 
of health 
insurance 
coverage

With direct-
purchase health 
insurance only

60 B27010_060E 65 years 
and over

With two or 
more types of 
health 
insurance 
coverage

With employer-
based and 
Medicare 
coverage



Define queries in tables called “glossaries”

Once per system indicator:
• The information to pull from the 

Census API
• Post-fetch script to wrangle raw 

Census data
• Parameters

• Survey
• Variables
• Subject values glossary

Once per partnership:
• Decennial vintage
• Geoids for geographic footprint
• Parameters

• Type of geography
• Specific geoids
• Lists of containing geoids



Systems indicator glossary



Geographic footprint glossary



Glossary for
Variables

Glossary for 
Geographies

Summary 
ScriptsQuery API

Report 
Template

Report 
on Local 
System 

Indicator

System 
Question

Explore 
ACS

System Indicator

hercacstables

Place-based org.



EXAMPLE
What does this look like in practice?



Private Insurance Coverage

The City of Racine, WI, asked us to quantify
• the percentages of people in the

• City
• County
• State

• who had at least some private insurance coverage.



Table B27010

Classifies people by
• age
• type of health 

insurance.
“Label” column contains:
• age range
• specific type(s) of 

insurance.



Insurance Ages

There are 4 different age ranges.

Age Lower 
Age

Upper 
Age

Rows

NA 0 999 1

Children 0 18 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17

Younger 
Adults

19 34 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33

Older Adults 35 64 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50

Seniors 65 999 51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64, 65, 66



Insurance Plans

There are 13 distinct types 
of insurance in the data.
That was too much detail!
We focused on :
• private insurance
• no insurance or only 

public insurance.

Insurance Type Plan
s

Public Private Rows

NA NA NA NA 1, 2, 18, 34, 51

NA 1 NA NA 3, 19, 35, 52

Employer 1 FALSE TRUE 4, 20, 36, 53

Direct-Purchase 1 FALSE TRUE 5, 21, 37, 54

Medicare 1 TRUE FALSE 6, 22, 38, 55

Medicaid 1 TRUE FALSE 7, 23, 39

TRICARE/military 1 TRUE FALSE 8, 24, 40, 56

VA 1 TRUE FALSE 9, 25, 41, 57

NA 2 NA NA 10, 26, 42, 58

Employer and Direct-Purchase 2 FALSE TRUE 11, 27, 43, 59

Employer and Medicare 2 TRUE TRUE 12, 28, 44, 60

Medicare and Medicaid 2 TRUE FALSE 13, 29, 46, 62

Other private-only 2 FALSE TRUE 14, 30, 47, 63

Other public-only 2 TRUE FALSE 15, 31, 48, 64

Other combinations 2 TRUE TRUE 16, 32, 49, 65

No insurance 0 FALSE FALSE 17, 33, 50, 66

Direct-Purchase and Medicare 2 TRUE TRUE 45, 61



Define a Glossary

We combined the information about age ranges, and types of insurance into a single glossary 
that unpacks the meaning of each row in the table. Here are some of its rows. The full table is 
available as a CSV file.
Group Index Variable Age Lower Age Upper Age Insurance Type Plans Public Private

B27010 1 B27010_001E NA 0 999 NA NA NA NA

B27010 9 B27010_009E Children 0 18 VA 1 TRUE FALSE

B27010 16 B27010_016E Children 0 18 Other combinations 2 TRUE TRUE

B27010 21 B27010_021E Younger Adults 19 34 Direct-Purchase 1 FALSE TRUE

B27010 24 B27010_024E Younger Adults 19 34 TRICARE/military 1 TRUE FALSE

B27010 38 B27010_038E Older Adults 35 64 Medicare 1 TRUE FALSE

B27010 47 B27010_047E Older Adults 35 64 Other private-only 2 FALSE TRUE

B27010 54 B27010_054E Seniors 65 999 Direct-Purchase 1 FALSE TRUE

B27010 60 B27010_060E Seniors 65 999 Employer and Medicare 2 TRUE TRUE



Postprocessing

Scripts take the ACS data and compute totals, 
summaries, and statistics needed to show the 
exact system indicator.



US Wisconsin Racine



THANK YOU
ben.taft@career2cradle.org
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