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In another example, we see a few different types of geographic units in Ontario share the name ‘Toronto.’ All of 
these overlap in the same general area: census subdivision (CSD), census division (CD), census metropolitan 
area (CMA), population centre (POPCTR) and economic region (ER). The geographic coding structure for each 
corresponding area is what differentiates one area from the next.

For each level of geography, the unique code consists of a combination of the geographic code for that specific 
level as well as the code for higher levels of geography. For example, at the CD level, the unique geographic code 
(3520) combines the PR code (35) and the CD code (20). Similarly, the unique CSD code (3520005) combines 
the PR code (35), the CD code (20) and the CSD code (005). The census metropolitan area, on the other hand, is 
comprised of a combination of the PR code (35) and the CMA code (535). These geographic codes only become 
unique identifiers when they are grouped in this manner.

Geographic areas named ‘Toronto’ (Ontario)

The above map shows the six overlapping geographic areas in Ontario named ‘Toronto’ and their associated 
geographic codes. These include the census metropolitan area, economic region, population centre, census 
division, census subdivision and place name.

Source: Statistics Canada, 2016 Census of Population.
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Geographic reference date 

Definition

The geographic reference date is a date determined by Statistics Canada for the purpose of finalizing the 
geographic framework for which census data will be collected, tabulated and reported. For the 2016 Census, the 
geographic reference date is January 1, 2016.

For more information on geographic reference date (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/
dict/geo028-eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo028-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo028-eng.cfm


Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 92-195-X      55

Illustrated Glossary

Land area

Definition

Number of square kilometres of land in a given geographic area (e.g., a province, a territory, a city). Land area data 
are unofficial and are provided for the sole purpose of calculating population density.

For more information on land area (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo029-eng.
cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo029-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo029-eng.cfm
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Map projection

Definition

A map projection is the mathematical formula used in the process of transforming positions from the earth’s 
three-dimensional curved surface to a two-dimensional flat surface. The positions on the earth are defined using 
spherical coordinates of latitude and longitude, usually given in degrees. On a map, the positions may still be 
defined by spherical coordinates, or by linear coordinates, usually given in metres.

For more information on map projection (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo031-
eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo031-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo031-eng.cfm
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National Geographic Database (NGD)

Definition

The National Geographic Database (NGD) is a spatial database that contains attributed roads (names and 
addresses) and administrative boundaries used to delineate geographic entities such as provinces, municipalities, 
or even Health Regions. It also contains attributed reference layers such as hydrography (lakes, rivers), railways, 
transmission and pipelines that provide spatial reference for the delineation of administrative boundaries. The 
NGD is a shared database between Statistics Canada and Elections Canada as both organizations have shared 
requirements for attributed road network to conduct their respective business and collective maintenance reduces 
costs.

For more information on National Geographic Database (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/
ref/dict/geo015-eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo015-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo015-eng.cfm
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Population density

Definition

Population density is the number of persons per square kilometre.

For more information on population density (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/
geo034-eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo034-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo034-eng.cfm
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Postal codeOM 

Definition

The postal codeOM is a six-character code defined and maintained by Canada Post Corporation for the purpose of 
sorting and delivering mail.

For more information on postal codeOM (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo035-
eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo035-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo035-eng.cfm
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Reference map

Definition

A reference map shows the location of the geographic areas for which census data are tabulated and 
disseminated. The maps display the boundaries, names and unique identifiers of standard geographic areas, as 
well as selected cultural and physical features, such as roads, railroads, coastlines, rivers and lakes.

For more information on reference map (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo039-
eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

Reference and thematic map tutorial

A brief guide to reading maps

A map, like a picture, is worth a thousand words. A map is a simplified view of the earth’s surface that shows 
where places and features are located and helps us communicate spatial information efficiently. In this section, 
you will learn more about maps and how to interpret them.

Statistics Canada produces two types of maps: reference maps and thematic maps.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo039-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo039-eng.cfm
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Reference maps

A reference map shows the location of geographic areas for which census data are tabulated and disseminated. 
The maps display the boundaries, names and unique identifiers of standard geographic areas, as well as selected 
cultural and physical features such as roads, railroads, coastlines, rivers and lakes.
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Thematic maps

A thematic map shows the spatial distribution of one or more specific data themes for selected geographic areas. 
The map may be qualitative in nature (e.g., predominant farm types) or quantitative (e.g., percentage population 
change).

Map elements

There are five basic design elements that are usually included on a map.

•	 Title

•	 Legend

•	 Source

•	 Scale

•	 North arrow

Title

On a reference map, the title indicates the geographic area displayed. Titles are an important element of a map.
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On a thematic map, the title indicates the geographic area displayed and information about the theme, including 
source, date and geographic level of data.

Legend

The legend is key to understanding the map and, together with the title, is an important element when interpreting 
a map. The map legend explains the meaning of symbols and colours used on the map.
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Source

The source is a clear reference to the origin of the data portrayed on a map. Information about the data source 
contributes to understanding the map and facilitates further research into the topic of the map.

Scale

Scale shows how distance on the map relates to distance on the ground. It is a measurement of the amount of 
reduction that takes place going from real-world dimensions to the dimensions of a map displayed on a page or 
screen.

There are two common expressions of scale.

Representative fraction: 1:157 000

The representative fraction shows how many ground units are represented by a single map unit. In this case, one 
unit of distance on the map is equivalent to 157 000 of the same units on the ground. The ratio is universal and 
does not require the unit of measurement to be specified.

Graphic scale bar:

The graphic scale bar shows what a physical measurement on the map would be equivalent to on the ground. 
It provides a visual indication of the distances between map features. A graphic scale bar has the advantage of 
remaining true if the map is enlarged or reduced.

Small scale or large scale

Small-scale maps show more land coverage in less detail, for example 1:24,200,000.

Large-scale maps show less land coverage in greater detail, for example 1:10,000.

Sometimes, small-scale maps contain ‘insets’ at a larger scale to reveal details that are hidden by congestion in 
the main map.
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North arrow

The north arrow points to the North Pole and provides an indication of the orientation of the map. If a north arrow 
does not appear on the map, north is assumed to be toward the top of the map.
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Representative point

Definition

A representative point is a coordinate point that represents a line or a polygon. The point is centrally located along 
the line, and centrally located or population weighted in the polygon.

For more information on representative point (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/
geo040-eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo040-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo040-eng.cfm
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Road network file (RNF)

Definition

The road network file (RNF) contains streets, street names, types, directions and address ranges. Address ranges 
are dwelling-based.

For more information on road network file (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo041-
eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo041-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo041-eng.cfm
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Spatial Data Infrastructure (SDI)

Definition

The Spatial Data Infrastructure (SDI) is an internal maintenance database that is not disseminated outside of 
Statistics Canada. It contains roads, road names and address ranges from the National Geographic Database 
(NGD), as well as boundary arcs of standard geographic areas that do not follow roads, all in one integrated 
line layer. The database also includes a related polygon layer consisting of basic blocks (BB), boundary layers 
of standard geographic areas, and derived attribute tables, as well as reference layers containing physical and 
cultural features (such as hydrography, railroads and power transmission lines) from the NGD.

For more information on Spatial Data Infrastructure (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/
dict/geo020-eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo020-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo020-eng.cfm
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Spatial data quality elements

Definition

Spatial data quality elements provide information on the fitness for use of a spatial database by describing why, 
when and how the data are created, and how accurate the data are. The elements include an overview describing 
the purpose and usage, as well as specific quality elements reporting on the lineage, positional accuracy, attribute 
accuracy, logical consistency and completeness. This information is provided to users for all spatial data products 
disseminated for the census.

For more information on spatial data quality elements (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/
dict/geo043-eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo043-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo043-eng.cfm
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Standard Geographical Classification (SGC)

Definition

The Standard Geographical Classification (SGC) 2016 is Statistics Canada’s main classification of geographic 
areas in Canada. It is designed to classify statistical information by geographic areas. The classification consists 
of four levels: geographical regions of Canada, provinces and territories, census divisions (such as counties 
and regional municipalities) and census subdivisions (such as municipalities). The four geographic levels are 
hierarchically related; a seven-digit code is used to show this relationship.

For more information on Standard Geographical Classification (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-
recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo044-eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo044-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo044-eng.cfm
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Statistical Area Classification (SAC)

Definition

The Statistical Area Classification (SAC) groups census subdivisions (CSD) according to whether they are 
a component of a census metropolitan area (CMA), a census agglomeration (CA) or a census metropolitan 
influenced zone (MIZ). The MIZ categorizes all CSDs in provinces and territories that are outside CMAs and CAs. 
CSDs within provinces that are outside CMAs and CAs are assigned to one of four categories according to the 
degree of influence (strong, moderate, weak or no influence) that the CMAs or CAs have on them. CSDs within the 
territories that are outside CAs are assigned to a separate category.

For more information on Statistical Area Classification (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/
dict/geo045-eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo045-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo045-eng.cfm
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Statistical areas

Definition

Statistical areas are defined by Statistics Canada to support the dissemination of data. They are created 
according to a set of rules based on geographic attributes and one or more characteristics of the resident 
population. Statistical areas maintained by Statistics Canada include:

•	 Census agricultural region

•	 Economic region

•	 Census consolidated subdivision

•	 Census metropolitan area and census agglomeration

•	 Census metropolitan influenced zones

•	 Population centre

•	 Rural area

•	 Census tract

•	 Aggregate Dissemination Areas

•	 Dissemination area

•	 Dissemination block

•	 Blockface

•	 Place name

•	 Census subdivision – previous census

For more information on each of the statistical areas described above, consult the related definitions as 
well as the definitions from the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016 (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-
recensement/2016/ref/dict/az2-eng.cfm?topic=az2).

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/az2-eng.cfm?topic=az2
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/az2-eng.cfm?topic=az2
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Thematic map

Definition

A thematic map shows the spatial distribution of one or more specific data themes for selected geographic areas. 
The map may be qualitative in nature (e.g., predominant farm types) or quantitative (e.g., percentage population 
change).

For more information on thematic map (http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo047-
eng.cfm), consult the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016.

Thematic and reference map tutorial

See the definition of Reference map

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo047-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/ref/dict/geo047-eng.cfm


Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 92-195-X74

Illustrated Glossary

Appendice

Table 1.1
Geographic areas by province and territory, 2016 Census

Geographic area

Canada

N.L. P.E.I. N.S. N.B. Que. Ont.20111 2016

Federal electoral district (2003 & 2013 Representation Order) 308 338 7 4 11 10 78 121

Economic region 76 76 4 1 5 5 17 11

Census agricultural region 82 72 3 3 5 4 14 5

Census division 293 293 11 3 18 15 98 49

Census consolidated subdivision 2,338 1,768 20 45 39 87 688 273

Census subdivision 5,253 5,162 372 112 96 273 1,285 575

Dissolutions (January 2, 2011 to January 1, 2016) 158 ... 5 2 4 4 2 0

Incorporations (January 2, 2011 to January 1, 2016) ... 67 1 1 1 4 2 1

Census metropolitan area 33 35 1 0 1 2 6 16

Census agglomeration 114 117 4 2 4 5 24 29

with census tracts 15 14 0 0 0 1 2 3

without census tracts 99 103 4 2 4 4 22 26

Census tract 5,452 5,721 47 0 98 111 1,402 2,376

Small population centre  
(1,000 to 29,999) 857 918 27 4 36 28 251 253

Medium population centre (30,000 to 99,999) 54 57 0 1 0 2 13 20

Large urban population centre (100,000 or more) 31 30 1 0 1 1 6 13

Designated place 1,507 1,629 199 0 68 157 117 129

Aggregate Dissemination Area ... 5,386 84 21 152 125 1,151 1,685

Dissemination area 56,204 56,590 1,073 295 1,658 1,454 13,658 20,160

Dissemination block 493,345 489,905 8,781 3,642 15,333 14,361 106,315 133,245

Block-face 3,947,786 4,326,050 87,520 31,930 157,440 135,406 901,024 1,112,718

Forward sortation area 1,638 1,646 35 7 77 111 419 528

Postal codeOM 834,056 855,842 11,345 4,017 28,541 59,457 216,753 283,982

Place name 35,033 51,072 2,376 1,066 4,103 3,967 11,937 11,212

... not applicable
1. 2003 representation Order
Note: Census metropolitan areas and census agglomerations crossing provincial boundaries are counted in both provinces, and, therefore, do not add up to the national total.
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Table 1.1
Geographic areas by province and territory, 2016 Census

Geographic area

Canada

Man. Sask. Alta. B.C. Y.T. N.W.T. Nvt.20111 2016

Federal electoral district (2003 & 2013 Representation Order) 308 338 14 14 34 42 1 1 1

Economic region 76 76 8 6 8 8 1 1 1

Census agricultural region 82 72 12 7 8 8 1 1 1

Census division 293 293 23 18 19 29 1 6 3

Census consolidated subdivision 2,338 1,768 105 297 72 132 1 6 3

Census subdivision 5,253 5,162 229 950 425 737 36 41 31

Dissolutions (January 2, 2011 to January 1, 2016) 158 ... 107 12 11 9 2 0 0

Incorporations (January 2, 2011 to January 1, 2016) ... 67 49 3 1 3 1 0 0

Census metropolitan area 33 35 1 2 3 4 0 0 0

Census agglomeration 114 117 5 8 15 22 1 1 0

with census tracts 15 14 0 0 4 4 0 0 0

without census tracts 99 103 5 8 11 18 1 1 0

Census tract 5,452 5,721 174 113 634 766 0 0 0

Small population centre  
(1,000 to 29,999) 857 918 49 56 112 93 1 4 7

Medium population centre (30,000 to 99,999) 54 57 1 3 8 10 0 0 0

Large urban population centre (100,000 or more) 31 30 1 2 2 4 0 0 0

Designated place 1,507 1,629 135 193 304 326 1 0 0

Aggregate Dissemination Area ... 5,386 226 312 527 997 33 42 31

Dissemination area 56,204 56,590 2,183 2,474 5,803 7,617 67 98 50

Dissemination block 493,345 489,905 30,669 54,118 66,749 52,881 1,519 1,495 797

Block-face 3,947,786 4,326,050 210,191 369,386 738,613 553,370 10,810 11,566 6,076

Forward sortation area 1,638 1,646 66 49 154 191 3 3 3

Postal codeOM 834,056 855,842 25,204 22,667 85,295 117,029 996 528 28

Place name 35,033 51,072 2,331 4,077 4,281 5,083 267 226 146

... not applicable
1. 2003 representation Order
Note: Census metropolitan areas and census agglomerations crossing provincial boundaries are counted in both provinces, and, therefore, do not add up to the national total.
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Figure 1.1
Hierarchy of standard geographic areas for dissemination, Census 2016 from the Dictionary, Census of Population, 2016


