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Outline

• Survey of data, resources and tools
• Data sources
• Data uses
• Detailed example of data usage: how to conduct financial 

condition analysis
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Data Sources: US Census Bureau

Census Survey of State and Local Government Finances  
• Nationwide voluntary survey every year since the 1960s; 

• The first year the Census Finance Survey data is available is 1967. 

• While the Census Bureau has collected information on selected municipalities (relatively larger 
municipalities in general) in most years, a census has been conducted in years ending 2 and 7. 

• Focusing only on those years ending 2 and 7, therefore, the Census Finance Survey is the only 
database that covers all municipalities in the U.S. 

• The Census Finance Survey includes almost 130 revenue categories, more than 270 expenditure 
categories, and over 100 categories for other activities such as debt, cash, and investment 
securities.

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/gov-finances.html
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US Census data – compiled data

Willamette University – The Government Finance Database

The Urban Institute 

Lincoln Institute – Fiscally Standardized Database

https://willamette.edu/mba/research-impact/public-datasets/
https://state-local-finance-data.taxpolicycenter.org/pages.cfm
https://www.lincolninst.edu/research-data/data-toolkits/fiscally-standardized-cities/search-database
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US Census Bureau fiscal data - Drawbacks

• These fiscal data are self-reported; municipal officials may 
vary in interpreting and reporting those 600 uniform 
categories offered by the Census Bureau

• The information reported in the Census Finance Survey may 
not correspond to actual financial statements or accounting 
measures. 

• Census Finance Survey is most appropriate for describing fiscal 
trends over time
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State-specific data

• Most states require local governments submit financial 
information

• Typically used for intergovernmental aid distribution (e.g., 
WI), tax limit assessment (e.g., NE) and/or monitoring (e.g., 
CA)
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Example - WI

• WI County and Municipal financial reports: 
https://www.revenue.wi.gov/Pages/FAQS/slf-finrep.aspx

• Revenues and expenditures:  
https://www.revenue.wi.gov/Pages/Report/county-
municipal-revenues-expenditures.aspx

• Local government dashboard: 
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/research.policy/viz/Lo
calGovernmentDashboard_0/LocalGovernment

https://www.revenue.wi.gov/Pages/FAQS/slf-finrep.aspx
https://www.revenue.wi.gov/Pages/Report/county-municipal-revenues-expenditures.aspx
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/research.policy/viz/LocalGovernmentDashboard_0/LocalGovernment
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Example - NE

• NE Auditor’s Office: 
https://www.nebraska.gov/auditor/reports/index.cgi?audit=1

• NE State and Local Government Finance Lab

• These are budget data

https://www.nebraska.gov/auditor/reports/index.cgi?audit=1
https://www.unomaha.edu/college-of-public-affairs-and-community-service/public-administration/research-centers/ne-state-and-local-government-finance-lab/ne-state-and-local-government-finance-research.php
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CA – Data collection 

California State Comptroller’s Office

By the Numbers 

Audited Financial Data – not really clear if ACFR data

https://cities.bythenumbers.sco.ca.gov/#!/year/default
https://bythenumbers.sco.ca.gov/stories/s/7vdg-5bgf
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Annual Comprehensive Financial Report

• Meets compliance requirements specified by the Government 
Accounting Standards Board (GASB)

• The benefit is consistency in reporting 
• Not an accounting session 
• Draw your attention to 3 key elements

• Government wide statements
• Fund statements 
• Statistical Section 
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Douglas County, NE

• County Financial Reports
• MDA – offers comprehensive overview 
• Government-wide statements (beginning p. 18)

• Best for comparisons and analysis over time
• Fund statements (beginning p. 20)

• Most salient to stakeholders 
• Statistical section (beginning p. 112)

https://www.douglascountyclerk.org/finance-division/county-financial-reports
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Data use

• I frequently use these data for:
• Trend analysis and forecasting
• Story telling 
• Financial data analysis 
• Financial data monitoring 

• For what purposes do you want financial data?

https://www.auditor.ca.gov/local_high_risk/dashboard-csa.html
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My Approach to data usage 

• Financial Condition Analysis
• Need to link contextual information to financial information

• External environment
• Economic and demographic trends
• State policies toward local governments (TELs, debt limits, 

etc)
• Internal management 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15236803.2020.1717321
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Wichita, KS 
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Financial Analysis
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Other Approaches: FTMS 

• Salina

• Golden

• Washtenaw County, MI

• Northborough, MA

https://icma.org/sites/default/files/101456_.pdf
https://www.cityofgolden.net/media/FTMS.pdf
https://www.washtenaw.org/DocumentCenter/View/4199/Financial-Trends-Monitoring-PDF
https://www.town.northborough.ma.us/sites/g/files/vyhlif3571/f/uploads/appendix_c_-_financial_trend_monitoring_report.pdf
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Summary

• There are an array of financial data
• Identifying the most appropriate is a function of your 

objective
• Trend analysis for a given entity relative to overall 

average – US Census
• Within state comparisons – state sources
• Financial analysis – ACFRs

• Downside is time lag
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Questions? 
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