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Abstract
Background: Assessments of environmental exposure and health risks that utilize Geographic
Information Systems (GIS) often make simplifying assumptions when using: (a) one or more discrete buffer
distances to define the spatial extent of impacted regions, and (b) aggregated demographic data at the level
of census enumeration units to derive the characteristics of the potentially exposed population. A casestudy of school children in Orange County, Florida, is used to demonstrate how these limitations can be
overcome by the application of cumulative distribution functions (CDFs) and individual geocoded
locations. Exposure potential for 159,923 school children was determined at the childrens' home
residences and at school locations by determining the distance to the nearest gasoline station, stationary
air pollution source, and industrial facility listed in the Toxic Release Inventory (TRI). Errors and biases
introduced by the use of discrete buffer distances and data aggregation were examined.
Results: The use of discrete buffers distances in proximity-based exposure analysis introduced substantial
bias in terms of determining the potentially exposed population, and the results are strongly dependent
on the choice of buffer distance(s). Comparisons of exposure potential between home and school
locations indicated that different buffer distances yield different results and contradictory conclusions. The
use of a CDF provided a much more meaningful representation and is not based on the a-priori assumption
that any particular distance is more relevant than another. The use of individual geocoded locations also
provided a more accurate characterization of the exposed population and allowed for more reliable
comparisons among sub-groups. In the comparison of children's home residences and school locations,
the use of data aggregated at the census block group and tract level introduced variability as well as bias,
leading to incorrect conclusions as to whether exposure potential was higher at school or at home.
Conclusion: The use of CDFs in distance-based environmental exposure assessment provides more
robust results than the use of discrete buffer distances. Unless specific circumstances warrant the use of
discrete buffer distances, their applcation should be discouraged in favor of CDFs. The use of aggregated
data at the census tract or block group level introduces substantial bias in environmental exposure
assessment, which can be reduced through individual geocoding. The use of aggregation should be
minimized when individual-level data are available. Existing GIS analysis techniques are well suited to
determine CDFs as well as reliably geocode large datasets, and computational issues do not present a
barrier for their more widespread use in environmental exposure and risk assessment.
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Background
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) have been used
extensively in recent years for the assessment of exposure
to environmental pollution and related health risks. GIS
technology is particularly well-suited for this research
because it allows for the integration of multiple data
sources (e.g., location of pollution sources and population characteristics), representation of geographic data in
map form, and the application of various techniques (e.g.,
buffering) for proximity analysis [1-3]. Most GIS-based
analyses of environmental risk follow a consistent outline. The first step is to identify the geographic boundaries
of areas potentially exposed to pollution (impacted
regions) based on the locations of facilities of concern in
a study area. The next step is to estimate and compare the
characteristics of the population within impacted regions
with the characteristics of the population in other areas
that are not exposed to pollution (comparison regions).
Some studies have extended this general approach to
examine the association between population characteristics and the magnitude of chronic pollution in impacted
regions, measured by the frequency of toxic emissions,
total quantity of emissions, or a ranking scheme that represents the degree of relative risk posed by each facility [46].
This overall approach, however, makes three major simplifications: 1) the use of one or more discrete distances in
defining the spatial extent of potentially impacted
regions; 2) the use of aggregated demographic data at the
level of census enumeration units to derive the characteristics of the exposed population; and 3) the use of proximity as a surrogate for actual exposure conditions. Each of
these factors is reviewed in some more detail.
Use of discrete distances
Several approaches have been used in prior studies to
define the spatial extent and shape of areas potentially
exposed to environmental risks. The earliest and most
basic approach uses pre-defined administrative boundaries or census enumeration units (e.g., ZIP codes, census
tracts, or block groups) to define such areas [7-9]. The
population at risk includes only those people who reside
inside an enumeration unit hosting a polluting facility or
point source. A key limitation of this "spatial coincidence"
approach [[2] p. 20] is that edge effects are ignored. These
effects are concerned with the possibility that a facility
could be so close to the boundary of the host unit that a
neighboring unit could be equally exposed to pollution. A
resident in a census tract containing a toxic facility, for
example, may live farther away from the facility than
another person in an adjacent census tract which does not
contain any facilities. Although the spatial coincidence
approach facilitates statistical comparisons, it is based on
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the tenuous assumption that toxic pollution is restricted
to the boundary of the spatial unit enclosing a facility.
An alternative approach for specifying the boundary of an
impacted region consists of constructing a circular buffer
at each potential pollution source. Several studies have
used such buffers around facilities of concern to estimate
areas and populations at risk [2,10-13]. Although a circular buffer provides a more realistic delineation of the area
potentially exposed to pollution, there are two limitations
associated with its application in environmental exposure
analysis: (a) the radius of the circular buffer is chosen arbitrarily (e.g., as 1,000 yards, or one mile); and (b) buffers
around all facilities in a study area typically have the same
radius. The number, quantity, or toxicity of the substances
stored or released at each individual facility are rarely
incorporated in the construction of buffer zones [3]. Modifications to this approach include weighted exposures
assigned to multiple buffer rings at increasing distances
from the source.
These discrete GIS-based proximity assessments of environmental exposure are attractive due to their ease of calculation (one or more discrete buffer zones), their
straightforward visual representation (circular rings
around points sources), and the simplicity of the statistical tests required for determining significant differences
(exposed vs. not-exposed populations). However, these
discrete distances may be a poor surrogate for exposure
potential, and do not reflect a continuous, more gradual
reduction of exposure with increasing distance. Prior studies on environmental risk and exposure assessment have
clearly indicated that the results are sensitive to the choice
of buffer radius [2,12-15]. Using multiple buffers can
overcome this limitation to some degree, but the determination of how many buffers to use and the choice of
buffer radii remain ambiguous unless empirical values
have been determined through field-based exposure monitoring, air dispersion modeling, or transport-fate exposure modeling. The chosen buffer radius or radii
constrain(s) the spatial scale of the exposure analysis, and
all results can be interpreted only within the context of
this scale [16].
An alternative to the use of discrete distances is the use of
continuous distances, i.e. determine the exact distance
between all facilities of concern and the locations of the
potentially exposed population. These distances can be
described with a cumulative distribution function (CDF),
which is a plot of the number of observations falling
below every threshold value. Applied to the example of
facilities of concern, a CDF would be plotted as distance
versus potentially exposed population and would show
how the size of this population (as a percentage of the
total) increases with distance to the nearest facility. While
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CDFs have been used extensively in spatial analysis, they
have not been adopted very widely in environmental risk
and exposure assessment, despite the recognition they can
overcome the limitations associated with the use of discrete distances [16]. CDFs can be particularly useful in
making comparisons among sub-groups in the potentially
exposed population [16,17]. This study therefore uses
CDFs and illustrates how this methodology contributes to
a better understanding of potential environmental exposure.
The application of CDFs to estimate the distance relationship of a population to facilities of concern, however, is
not entirely new and has been utilized previously in the
geographical literature. For example, [18] used a computer program to implement the CDF methodology before
the advent of GIS technology; advances in automated spatial analysis techniques have made the development of
distance-based CDFs more accessible and easier to apply.
While this study uses CDFs in combination with geocoded locations of potentially exposed individuals, this
methodology can also be implemented with aggregated
demographic data, in which case the centroid of the enumeration unit represents the population location. While
not as detailed or accurate as the use of individual geocoded locations, the CDF approach still represents a potential improvement over the use of discrete distances when
combined with aggregated demographic data. Examples
of the application of CDFs to environmental exposure
analysis using aggregated census data have started to
appear in recent literature [19]. In such applications, however, CDFs are limited by the potential error and bias
inherent in the use of aggregated demographic data, limiting their usefulness for analyzing sub-populations for
which individual geocoded locations are not available.
Use of aggregated demographic data
The second simplification in traditional environmental
exposure analysis is the use of aggregated demographic
data at the level of census enumeration units to derive the
characteristics of the potentially exposed population.
Environmental exposure analysis relies very heavily on
demographic data collected by the US Census Bureau and
other agencies, which are most commonly aggregated at
the level of administrative boundaries or census units. It
has been well documented that the choice of areal unit
affects the comparability of studies and ultimately the
strength and significance of statistical associations. This is
known as the Modifiable Areal Unit Problem (MAUP)
[20,21] and has been of some concern in environmental
risk and environmental justice analysis [22-24]. One
manifestation of the MAUP is the sensitivity of analytical
results to the level of aggregation of the source data. This
implies that different spatial units of analysis will produce
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different correlations, and in general the larger the unit of
measurement, the stronger the correlation. These methodological issues have not been adequately addressed in the
literature and remain a stumbling block for many types of
analyses where ascribing aggregate data to all individuals
who comprise the aggregate is inappropriate. In the context of proximity-based environmental exposure analysis,
it creates problems for estimating the exposed population.
For example, when using a 1-mile buffer around a facility
of concern to determine the exposure population using
census tracts, which tracts (or portions thereof) should be
considered? For this type of polygon-on-polygon overlay
analysis, a range of possibilities exists [13], including polygon containment (tracts which fall completely inside the
buffer), centroid containment (tracts whose centroids fall
inside the buffer), and simple areal interpolation (use the
proportion of a tract's area that falls inside the buffer to
determine the proportion of the population that resides
inside the buffer, assuming uniform population distribution within each tract). All of these methods have been
widely employed in environmental exposure analysis
[2,11,25,26] and no single best technique has emerged.
The application of dysametric mapping [27,28] in combination with areal interpolation has been suggested as a
promising approach. Dysameteric mapping can be used
to develop a more refined distribution of the population
residing within a census enumeration unit using land
cover information. However, dysametric mapping is
somewhat cumbersome to carry out reliably, and is very
sensitive to the assumptions about the population density
difference among land cover categories. Despite these limitations, dysametric mapping represents a meaningful
improvement on the use of the aggregated demographic
data when geocoded locations of individuals or households are unavailable.
An alternative to the use of data aggregated at the level of
census enumeration units is the use of individual street
geocoded locations of the population of interest. This
approach uses the addresses of individuals and a detailed
street network to determine an accurate location for each
individual or household. Street geocoding has become a
relatively easy task in commercial GIS software and its
application has seen a dramatic increased in recent years
in many fields.
The key limitation for most health-related studies has logically been the availability of addresses of individuals.
When individual health cases are reported (e.g., through
doctor's visits, hospital visits, or community health
screenings), access to these addresses are limited and, as a
minimum, require a confidentiality agreement. When
entire populations or sub-populations are used in environmental exposure analysis, individual addresses are
usually unavailable and aggregated demographic data in
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the form of census enumeration units is the only alternative. Additionally, environmental exposure analysis is
often concerned with rates, based on the number of
instances within an appropriate universe of the population. While all instances can, in theory, be individually
geocoded, the determination of rates requires some
degree of aggregation. There are also some known biases
in street geocoding, such as variable match rates and positional error [29-31]. These biases, however, are well documented and relatively minor for large areas; street
geocoding is therefore expected to provide a more accurate distribution pattern of the potentially exposed population. Despite the difficulties of obtaining reliable and
usable street address information, and some of the conceptual limitations associated with geocoding for population-level health analysis, an increasing number of healthrelated studies are employing street geocoding [39,33].
The use of distance as a proxy for exposure conditions
The third simplification in traditional environmental
exposure analysis is the use of proximity as a surrogate for
actual exposure conditions. Underlying the use of proximity is the general assumption that there is a distance-decay
function of the influence of the (potential) release. In reality, however, distance-decay functions will vary greatly
depending on media of release (air, water, land), types of
substance released (particulates, VOCs, etc) and local circumstances (e.g., wind, temperature, topography).
Detailed information on the quantity and quality of pollution or emissions required to estimate such functions
are often unavailable. Without the benefit of direct observation of exposure, however, distance has been very
widely adopted as a proxy for exposure, i.e. exposure is
some function of distance. The shape of the distancedecay function has been the subject of much debate
[34,35]. Three common types include linear, square-root
and logarithmic. Regardless of the shape of the underlying
function, it needs to be emphasized that distance still
remains a proxy for exposure; any analysis technique
should be applicable to different types of functions and
approaches that are not proximity-based.

Although distance to a pollution source is used to provide
a preliminary estimate of potential exposure in this study,
the actual extent and magnitude of exposure is not known
and may not be a simple function of distance. Proximity
is used to focus attention on how to summarize comparisons rather than assess the degree of exposure itself, as
suggested by [17]. It should be noted that the use of CDFs
in conjunction with individual geocoding does not in
itself provide an accurate estimate of the degree of exposure, because it is still limited by the use of distance as a
proxy. However, the general approach outlined in this
paper is applicable to monitored or modeled exposure
values; the use of distance as a surrogate therefore does
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not limit the evaluation of CDFs and individual geocoding in environmental exposure analysis.
Research objectives and case-study
The objective of this study is twofold. The first objective is
to demonstrate how cumulative distribution functions
(CDFs) can be used to overcome the limitations associated with the use of discrete buffer distances in environmental exposure analysis. The second objective is to
demonstrate how individual geocoding can be used to
overcome the limitations associated with the use of aggregate demographic data in environmental exposure analysis.

To accomplish these two objectives a case study on
school-aged children was conducted in Orange County,
Florida. The case-study is used to answer the following
general research question: Are school-aged children more
likely to be exposed to environmental pollution and
related health risks at home or at school? The limitations
associated with the use of both discrete buffer distances
and aggregate demographic data will be addressed using
CDFs and individual geocoding.
Children were chosen as the subject of the case study since
they represent the largest portion of the population that is
susceptible to environmental health risks, and air pollution in particular [36,37]. The comparison between home
and school locations for children in terms of exposure to
environmental pollution and health risks reflect a longstanding interest to consider time-activity patterns in
exposure assessment [38,39]. Time-activity databases such
as the National Human Activity Pattern Survey (NHAPS)
provide some insight into the locations to be considered
when developing methodologies for exposure analysis.
For example, according to the NHAPS data for the United
States, youths from 11 to 17 years spend approximately
61% of their time indoors at home, 14% inside a school
or other public building, followed by much smaller percentages for various other indoor and outdoor locations
[40]. Many factors affect the exact nature of time-activity
patterns [41], but several studies confirm that for children
schools represent the second most important location
(after the home) to consider in environmental exposure
analysis [42-44].
The case-study of Orange County uses three different
types of stationary environmental pollution sources: gasoline stations, small facilities with air releases from the
EPA's Aerometric Information Retrieval System (AIRS),
and large facilities with air releases from the EPA's Toxic
Release Inventory (TRI). Gasoline stations and AIRS facilities represent relatively small and dispersed sources of air
pollution, many of which are expected to be located in relatively close proximity to residential areas and schools.
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Gasoline stations are also likely to be located near major
roadways and intersections. TRI facilities, on the other
hand, represent larger sources of air pollution with some
clustering in industrial areas, and most of these facilities
are expected to be located at greater distances from residential areas and schools. The use of three different types
of pollution sources thus provides an opportunity to
explore the variability in the results and to reduce possible
bias introduced by a unique spatial pattern of a single category of sources.

Methods
Locations of public schools and students
The locations of all public schools in Orange County were
obtained from the Orange County Schoolboard. From
this total set of 174 schools only the elementary, middle
and high schools were selected, resulting in a total of 155
schools. Special schools were not included in the analysis,
since detailed student enrollment records for these
schools were not available; the overall enrollment in these
19 special schools is relatively small: 6,858 students out of
a total of 173,334 students in the public school system in
Orange County in 2005.

Student enrollment records for 2005 were obtained from
the Orange County Schoolboard for all public elementary, middle and high schools in Orange County. The
home residences of these students were street geocoded
using StreetMap USA for ArcGIS 9. Of a total of 163,886
records, 155,923 records (95.1%) could be reliably geocoded. Student records that did not allow for a determination of the school they were attending were removed from
the sample, resulting in a final set of 151,709 geocoded
students' home residences, with reliable information on
which school they were attending. It should be noted that
the total sample of home residences includes many duplicates, reflecting siblings living at the same physical
address. Duplicate locations were maintained since they
represent different students.
While enrollment totals were available for each school,
the geocoded student records were used in determining
the enrollment total for each school to avoid potential
biases in geocoding match rate across the study area.
Therefore, the combined enrollment for all schools considered was also 151,709. This allows for a direct comparison of the student population at home and at school.
Figure 1 shows the location of all public elementary, middle, and high schools in Orange County, as well as the
locations of all the street geocoded students' home residences.
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Locations of potential sources
The three types of pollution sources analyzed in this case
study include gasoline stations, small and stationary
sources of air pollution, and industrial facilities listed in
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)'s Toxic
Release Inventory. These are described in more detail
below.
Gasoline stations
The georeferenced locations of all gasoline stations in
Florida were obtained from the Florida Geographic Data
Library (FGDL). The original data was obtained from the
online Yellow Pages and Super Pages in 2004, and the
locations were geocoded using ARC Logistics Route based
on GDT Roads. The geocoding match rate is not known. A
total of 3,456 georefenced gasoline stations were found in
the data provided by FGDL.
AIRS facilities
Facilities with air releases were obtained from the EPA's
Aerometric Information Retrieval System (AIRS). This
database contains mostly small facilities that do not fall
under the Toxic Release Inventory reporting requirements.
Examples of facilities in the AIRS include drycleaning
facilities, auto repair shops, and small manufacturing
facilities. Due to the large number of records in this database, only the facilities in Orange County and adjacent
counties were obtained (including Seminole, Osceloa,
Polk, Lake, Volusia and Breward Counties). A total of 670
facilities were identified. 158 of those had reliable latitude/longitude information and could be mapped
directly. The remaining 511 facilities were street geocoded
using StreetMap USA for ArcGIS 9. A total of 407 facilities
could be reliably geocoded resulting in a geocoding match
rate of 79.6%. Combining the facilities mapped using latitude/longitude fields and the street geocoded facilities
resulted in a total of 565 facilities, or 84.3% of all facilities
in the 7 Counties.
TRI sites
Data on facilities in EPA's Toxic Release Inventory (TRI)
were obtained from the TRI database (2000–2003). All
facilities in Florida reporting to the TRI were identified
without considering the nature of the chemicals in the
inventory. Since the TRI database contains a wide variety
of release types (air, land, water) and release quantities
can vary substantially from year to year, only those facilities with a combined stack air release of at least 1,000
pounds for a four-year period (2000–2003) were selected
for further analysis. A total of 317 facilities for Florida
were identified. 190 of those had reliable latitude/longitude information and could be mapped directly. The
remaining 127 facilities were street geocoded using StreetMap USA for ArcGIS 9.0. 89 facilities could be reliably
geocoded resulting in a geocoding match rate of 70.0%.
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Figure
Location1of public schools and home residences of students attending public schools in Orange County, Florida in 2005
Location of public schools and home residences of students attending public schools in Orange County, Florida in 2005.

Combining the facilities mapped using latitude/longitude
fields and the street geocoded facilities resulted in a total
of 279 facilities, or 88.0% of all facilities in all of Florida.

Of the 21 sites recorded for Orange County, 21 could be
reliably located.
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Figure 2 shows the locations of all the geocoded locations
of gasoline stations, AIRS facilities and TRI sites in Orange
County and surrounding areas.

Gasoline Stations

Census data
Boundaries of census tracts and block groups for 2000
were obtained from the Florida Geographic Data Library
(FGDL) for all of Florida. These original boundaries were
modified using a detailed hydrography layer for Orange
County. Due to presence of a large number of surface
water bodies (some of substantial size) dasymetric mapping [27,28] was deemed necessary in order not to overestimate the surface area of census enumeration areas. Since
none of the available hydrography corrected surface area
estimates for census tracts and block groups where
deemed sufficiently reliable, the surface area was calculated by subtracting the areas of all surface waterbodies as
derived from a detailed hydrography layer for Orange
County. Centroids were determined for every tract and
block group using the hydrography-corrected polygons,
but centroids were allowed to fall inside waterbodies. The
number of students residing in each census tract and
block group was determined through a spatial overlay
analysis between the census polygons and geocoded students' home residences.
Distance analysis
All spatial data was re-projected in the appropriate State
Plane coordinate system for Orange County with units in
US Survey Feet, as this was deemed the most accurate
coordinate system for distance calculations within the
study area. Distance to the nearest facility of each type
(gasoline stations, AIRS facilities and TRI sites) was determined for schools, students' home residences, tract centroids and block group centroids. Distance values were
rounded to the nearest feet. Cumulative distribution functions (CDFs) were created for each of the three potential
pollution sources, plotting children as a % of the total
number versus distance to nearest facility in feet. Schools,
tracts centroids and block group centroids were weighted
with the number of children associated with each, which
allows for a direct comparison of each of the CDFs for a
single type of facility. To simulate the effect of using discrete distances commonly used in GIS-based buffer analysis, the cumulative number of students was also
determined using distances of 0.25, 0.5, 1, 2 and 4 miles.
These discrete values represent the most widely used
buffer radii reported in proximity-based environmental
exposure analyses [11-15]. While obtained from the
results of the continuous distance analysis, they simulate
the results of using discrete uniform buffers of these sizes.
Statistical analysis
The CDFs were compared using a Kolmogorov-Smirnov
(K-S) two-sample test. The K-S two sample test is based on

AIRS Facilities

TRI Facilities
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FlorLocation of potential point-sources of air pollution: gasoline
stations, AIRS facilities and TRI sites in Orange County, Florida in 2005.

the maximum absolute difference (D) between the CDFs
for two continuous random variables. Unlike conventional statistical tests, this is a non-parametric test that
does not require the variables to be normally distributed.
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The null hypothesis for the K-S test assumes there is no
different in the CDFs associated with the two groups (i.e.
school and home locations). For all comparisons reported
in this paper, the largest observed difference between the
two CDFs being examined was compared to the critical
value of D at the 5 percent level of significance to determine if there is a statistically significant difference
between the curves.
The percentages of children at home and at school for various buffer distances were compared using a two-sample
Z-test of proportions. The null hypothesis for this parametric test based on independent samples assumes that
the proportions of students in each group are equal.

Results and discussion
Figure 3 shows an example CDF of the distance to the
nearest gasoline stations for the student population at
school and at home (based on geocoding). This figure is
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used to explain the use of the CDF and to highlight some
important characteristics. The Y-axis shows the cumulative number of students as a % of the total (151,709). Logically, as the distance from facilities of concern increases,
so does the percentage of the student population. At a distance of zero, the percentage of students is (almost) zero,
and the percentage reaches a value of 100% at a very large
distance of more than 5 miles. Two different curves are
shown: one for the student population at school and one
for the student population at home based on geocoding.
In creating the curve for the student population at school,
each school was weighted by the number of students associated with that school. A closer look at the curve for
school locations reveals a somewhat step-wise pattern:
since there are 155 schools, there are in fact 155 unique
steps in the curve, with the step height determined by the
student enrollment at that school. It is also worth noting
what the meaning is of one curve being higher than the
other at a particular distance. For example, if the curve for
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Figure 3 indicates that the determination of the highest
curve varies with the distance being considered: at distances up to 2,500 feet the curve for schools is higher,
between 2,500 and 7,000 feet the curve for home locations is higher, and above 7,000 feet the curve for schools
is higher again. This clearly indicates that determining
whether students are more exposed at school or at home
strongly depends on the distance considered. The discrete
distances of 0.25, 0.5, 1, 2 and 4 miles are also plotted in
Figure 3 and the numerical results associated with these
distances summarized in Table 1. The limitations of conventional buffer analysis based on discrete distance values
can be assessed from this table. A buffer analysis using a
0.25 mile radius would indicate that 13.02% of students
at school locations and 8.20% of students at home reside
within the buffer, suggesting exposure potential at school
is of greater concern. A buffer analysis based on a 0.5 mile
radius would indicate that 26.37% of students at school
locations and 28.63% of students at home reside within
the buffer, suggesting exposure potential at home is of
greater concern. The results continue to vary with larger
buffer distances: higher percentages for schools at 0.25, 2
and 4 miles, and lower percentages at 0.5 and 1 mile. It
should be recognized that discrete buffer distances are
normally chosen without any knowledge of the actual
empirical CDF; based on the results in Figure 3, this is very
likely to result in an inaccurate and incomplete characterization of the exposure potential, and will lead to biased
results, in particular since the difference at any arbitrarily
chosen distance will often be statistically significant.
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plotted on the Y-axis of the CDF curves.
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tively large proportion of students living in close proximity to these two types of facilities.

100

90

In the following, the results for each type of facility will be
explored in more detail. Table 2 shows the results of the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for the CDFs in Figure 4, 5 and
6. The distribution of the exposure potential at schools
locations is compared to the three different distribution
for the students' home residences. This is repeated for the
three different types of facilities, for a total of nine K-S
tests. Table 2 reports the Dmax values, which represent the
largest difference between two distribution on a scale of 0
to 1. All differences were found to be significant at the
0.05 level. The K-S test results indicate that the exposure
potential between school and home locations is statistically different for each of the three versions of home location being considered; however, it does not provide any
insight into the specific distance ranges where this difference is most significant or even what the sign of the difference is.
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tion units. The discrete buffer distances are not shown in
Figures 4, 5 and 6, but the numerical results for the percentages at these distances are summarized in Table 3.
The first general observation regarding the CDFs is that
the curves for block groups and tract centroids display a
stepwise pattern similar to the curves for the schools,
reflecting the fact that the data is aggregated for 369 block
groups and 193 census tracts. The second general observation is that the curves for gasoline stations and AIRS facilities are more similar to each other than those for TRI
sites. For example, the 50th percentiles for street geocoded
students' home residences are 3,970 and 4,595 feet for
gasoline stations and AIRS facilities, respectively, while for
TRI sites the value is 15,518 feet. This is a reflection of the
fact that there are many more gasoline stations and AIRS
facilities than TRI sites, and they are also more spatially
dispersed, as evidenced in Figure 1. This results in a rela-

Figure 4 shows the CDFs for proximity to gasoline stations. Comparing the curves for school locations and
geocoded home residences reveals that exposure potential
at school is higher from 0 to 2,500 feet, lower from 2,500
to 7,000 feet and higher again at distance greater than
7,000 feet. This pattern does follow a certain logic related
to the nature of gasoline stations: most gasoline stations
are found on major intersections and along major roads.
There are very few, if any, that are located immediately
adjacent to a residential area, but it seems likely that at
least some of them are located in close proximity to a few
schools. This is shown by the relatively large difference in
the 500 to 2,000 feet distance range in Figure 3. The very
large distances are mostly associated with the rural areas
within the County; students' home residences tend to be
dispersed, but schools in these rural areas are likely to be
in close proximity to a major road or within a more
densely developed part of the rural areas, and therefore in
closer proximity to other urban facilities, including gasoline stations. This is shown by the relatively large difference in the 7,000 to 12,000 feet distance range. The curves

Table 1: Comparison of student population at school to student population at home (geocoded) locations using discrete buffer
distances from gasoline stations.

Distance

School locations
No. of students
% of students

Geocoded home locations
No. of students
% of students

Miles

Feet

0.25
0.50
1.00
2.00
4.00

1320
2640
5280
10560
21120

19,755
40,009
96,262
140,064
150,466

13.02%
26.37%
63.45%
92.32%
99.18%

12,444
43,434
100,695
133,519
148,306

8.20%
28.63%
66.37%
88.01%
97.76%

Total

151,709

100.00%

151,709

100.00%

% Difference

4.82%
-2.26%
-2.92%
4.31%
1.42%
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Table 2: Largest absolute difference (Kolmogorov-Smirnov D) from cumulative distribution function for school locations. All
differences significant at .05 level, based on critical value of 0.00349

Cumulative distribution function
Geocoded home locations
Tract centroid
Block group centroid

Gasoline stations

AIRS facilities

TRI facilities

0.05352
0.08856
0.07389

0.01217
0.04965
0.07360

0.04091
0.05043
0.05222

for the census block group and tract centroids indicate an
interesting pattern: these curves are consistently lower
than the control curve that represents geocoded home
locations. This is particularly pronounced at lower distances. For example, the 10th percentile for geocoded
home locations is 1,450 feet, while for block group and
tract centroids the values are 2,120 and 2,321 feet, respectively. This is a direct result of the use of polygon centroids: gasoline stations tend to be located along major roads
which coincide with some of the boundaries of census
enumeration areas. Consequently, the use of block group
and tract centroids underestimates exposure potential in
the short distance range. And while the control curve for
geocoded home residences exceeds the curve for schools
location for a substantial distance range, this only happens sporadically for the curves for block groups and tract
centroids. It can also be noted that the underestimation of
exposure potential is more pronounced for the tract centroids than for block group centroids as a result of the
higher degree of aggregation (193 tracts versus 369 block
groups in Orange County).
Figure 5 shows the CDFs for proximity to AIRS facilities. A
comparison of the curves for school locations and geocoded home residences reveals that exposure potential is
nearly identical up to 1,000 feet and then shows a much
higher value for geocoded home locations from 1,000 to
8,000 feet, above which the curves are much closer again.
The hypothesis behind this pattern in exposure potential
is that some of the AIRS facilities are located in light
industrial areas, some of which are directly adjacent to residential areas, in particular in the urban-rural fringe zone.
A closer look at the pattern in Figure 1 reveals that while
AIRS facilities display some of the same clustering as gasoline stations, their pattern is slightly more dispersed, with
more of them located outside the most densely urbanized
areas of Orange County. Looking at the curves for the
block group and tract centroids, an underestimation of
the exposure potential similar to the pattern observed for
gasoline stations occurs, with the two curves falling below
the control curve that represents geocoded home locations. Not only does the use of block group and tract centroids underestimate the exposure potential for much of
the distance range considered, it also produces estimates
that are lower than for the school locations for distances
up to approximately 2,500 feet.

Figure 6 shows the CDFs for proximity to TRI sites. Compared to the other two facilities considered, the curves are
much closer together. While the K-S tests confirm the differences are statistically significant, the absolute values of
the difference are much lower across most of the distance
range. This is not strongly reflected in the Dmax values,
however, as a result of a substantial "spike" in the distribution for the school locations around 35,000 feet. The
hypothesis for the similarity of the curves is the fact that
there are fewer TRI sites, resulting in larger distances overall as already mentioned before. Comparing the curves for
school locations and geocoded home residences reveals
that exposure potential is very similar up to approximately 5,500 feet and then shows a higher value for
school locations at larger distances. Looking at the curves
for the block group and tract centroids, a pattern opposite
to that of gasoline stations and AIRS facilities occurs, i.e.
an overestimation of the exposure potential, with the two
curves falling above the control curve of geocoded home
locations. This is particularly strong in the lower distance
ranges up to 4,000 feet, which are of most concern for
environmental exposure analysis.
Moving on from the CDFs, Table 3 shows the Z-test results
for the discrete buffer analysis, including 0.25, 0.5, 1, 2
and 4 miles. At each distance, a comparison is made
between the percentage of students inside the buffer zone
based on school and home locations; the Z-test is based
on the difference of the proportions, using the total student population as the sample size (151,709). Three different comparisons are made for each of the three
representations of the home locations. The 3 comparisons
at 5 distances are repeated for each of the 3 types of facilities, resulting in a total of 45 Z-tests. Out of this total of
45 comparisons, 41 were found to be statistically significant at the 0.01 level.
The results for gasoline stations reveal several interesting
patterns. For the comparison between school locations
and geocoded home residences, the direction of the difference changes twice with increasing buffer size. For a buffer
of 0.25 miles, exposure potential is higher at schools
(+4.82%); for buffers of 0.5 and 1 mile exposure potential
is higher at home (-2.26% and -2.92%, respectively); and
for buffers of 2 and 4 miles exposure is higher again at
schools (+4.31% and +1.42%, respectively). While this
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Table 3: Z-Test results for discrete buffer analysis. Results labeled with * are significant using p < 0.01.

Buffer radius (miles)

0.25

0.5

1

2

4

13.02%
8.20%
4.82%*

26.37%
28.63%
-2.26%*

63.45%
66.37%
-2.92%*

92.32%
88.01%
4.31%*

99.18%
97.76%
1.42%*

13.02%
2.71%
10.31%*

26.37%
17.57%
8.80%*

63.45%
60.56%
2.90%*

92.32%
83.56%
8.76%*

99.18%
89.78%
9.41%*

13.02%
3.63%
9.39%*

26.37%
20.97%
5.40%*

63.45%
61.57%
1.88%*

92.32%
85.14%
7.18%*

99.18%
95.92%
3.26%*

5.58%
6.76%
-1.18%*

16.87%
25.20%
-8.33%*

53.44%
56.30%
-2.86%*

84.36%
82.57%
1.79%*

97.95%
97.86%
0.08%

5.58%
1.44%
4.14%*

16.87%
14.45%
2.42%*

53.44%
57.04%
-3.60%*

84.36%
80.28%
4.08%*

97.95%
97.60%
0.34%*

5.58%
2.88%
2.70%*

16.87%
17.80%
-0.93%*

53.44%
57.16%
-3.72%*

84.36%
81.46%
2.90%*

97.95%
97.23%
0.72%*

0.18%
0.34%
-0.16%*

0.79%
1.55%
-0.76%*

6.01%
7.78%
-1.78%*

30.29%
28.52%
1.77%*

70.73%
70.71%
0.03%

0.18%
0.55%
-0.37%*

0.79%
3.23%
-2.44%*

6.01%
6.95%
-0.95%*

30.29%
30.54%
-0.25%

70.73%
70.09%
0.64%*

Gasoline stations:
Geocoded home locations:
School
Home
Difference
Tract centroid:
School
Home
Difference
BG centroid:
School
Home
Difference
AIRS facilities:
Geocoded home locations:
School
Home
Difference
Tract centroid:
School
Home
Difference
BG centroid:
School
Home
Difference
TRI facilities:
Geocoded home locations:
School
Home
Difference
Tract centroid:
School
Home
Difference
BG centroid:
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Table 3: Z-Test results for discrete buffer analysis. Results labeled with * are significant using p < 0.01. (Continued)

School
Home
Difference

0.18%
1.20%
-1.02%*

0.79%
3.40%
-2.62%*

general pattern was suggested previously by Figure 4, the
discrete distance analysis reveals the numerical values of
these differences and more importantly confirms that the
difference is statistically significant at every buffer distance
considered. This clearly illustrates the limitations of the
use of discrete buffer zones to characterize exposure
potential. Results for block group and tract centroids
reveal higher exposure potential at schools at all buffer
distances considered, resulting from the underestimation
of exposure potential discussed above for the CDFs.
The results for AIRS facilities show a somewhat different
pattern but also confirm the sensitivity of the analysis
results to the chosen buffer distance. For buffers of 0.25,
0.5, and 1 mile, potential exposure at the geocoded home
locations is higher than at school locations, but not at 2
and 4 miles. For block groups and tracts centroids, the
higher exposure at home locations is only observed at
buffer distances of 0.5 and 1 mile, and 1 mile, respectively.
The results for TRI sites show yet another pattern. Values
for the difference in proportions in general are much
lower than for the other two types of facilities, and three
of the nine Z-tests were not statistically significant at the
0.01 level. The comparison of school locations and geocoded home locations reveals that exposure potential is
higher at home for buffer distances of 0.25, 0.5 and 1 mile
but higher at school for a buffer distance of 2 miles. Census block groups and tract centroids reveal a fairly similar
pattern, with exposure potential higher at home at all
buffer distances with the exception of 4 miles.

Conclusion
This study has demonstrated the application of cumulative distribution functions (CDFs) to overcome the limitations of discrete buffer distances commonly used in the
assessment of environmental exposure and related health
risks. The use of discrete buffers distances in proximitybased exposure analysis can introduce substantial bias in
terms of determining the potentially exposed population,
since the results are strongly dependent on the chosen
buffer distance(s). The results of this study have emphasized the limited reliability of the use of a single discrete
buffer distance. The comparison of exposure potential
between home and school locations, based on tests for
statistical significance, indicated that different buffer distances yield different results and contradictory conclusions. If, and at what distance, this change occurs cannot
be known a-priori since it requires knowledge of the CDF.

6.01%
6.69%
-0.69%*

30.29%
31.32%
-1.03%*

70.73%
69.72%
1.02%

The selection of any particular discrete buffer distance,
therefore, is not justifiable unless there is some other
clearly established basis for choosing a particular value,
such as regulatory requirements or empirically derived
estimates of meaningful distances using exposure monitoring. The use of a continuous distance function provides
a much more meaningful representation, and does not apriori assume that any particular distance is more relevant
than another. As a minimum, proximity-based exposure
analysis should employ the use of multiple discrete buffer
distances, as well as determine the sensitivity of the buffer
analysis result to the chosen distance values.
The use of the CDFs was demonstrated using distance as a
proxy for exposure, which may have very little correlation
with the actual doses of the released chemicals received by
an individual. However, the technique is applicable to any
type of spatially explicit exposure characterization,
derived through fate-transport modeling or field-based
exposure monitoring.
This study has also demonstrated the utilization of individual geocoded locations to overcome the limitations of
aggregated demographic data in environmental exposure
analysis. The use of individual geocoded locations provides a more accurate characterization of the exposed population and more reliable comparisons among subgroups. In the comparison of school and home residence
locations of school children, the use of data aggregated at
the census block group and tract level introduced variability as well as bias, leading to incorrect conclusions as to
whether exposure potential was higher at school or at
home. The specific results presented here are sensitive to
the chosen overlay technique (centroid containment of
census enumeration areas); however, the objective of this
study was not to compare differences in overlay techniques, but to demonstrate how aggregation introduces
analytical bias using individual geocoded locations as a
control.
The results also indicate that the effect of spatial aggregation will vary with the nature of the distance relationship
considered. As expected, the effect of aggregation declines
at larger distances. Again, the exact nature of the bias
introduced by aggregation cannot be predicted a-priori,
and therefore the CDF provides a meaningful way to
determine the magnitude and scale extent of the variability and bias resulting from aggregation.
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While the use of CDFs in combination with individual
geocoding for environmental exposure analysis has demonstrated potential, a number of limitations need to be
recognized. First, addresses for individuals may not be
accessible and complete addresses for an entire population or sub-populations are typically unavailable. There
are also some known errors and potential biases in street
address geocoding. In addition, many health studies
require the estimation of rates instead of instances, which
necessitates some degree of aggregation for comparative
purposes. CDFs are most powerful when applied to individual geocoded locations, but they can be used with
aggregated demographic data (e.g., using the centroid of
the census enumeration unit). Applications involving
aggregated data, however, introduce some potential bias,
limiting the utility of CDFs for fine-scale analysis when
individual geocoded locations cannot be used.

http://www.ij-healthgeographics.com/content/5/1/23

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank the Orange County School Board for
access to their school locations and student records.

References
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

The comparison of school and home locations in terms of
exposure potential from three different pollution sources
revealed different patterns for each source. Under the
(preliminary) assumption that the shortest distances
(within several thousand feet) are of greatest concern,
exposure potential to gasoline stations is higher at school
and exposure potential to AIRS facilities and TRI sites is
higher at home. In terms of total exposed population of
children within these shortest distances, gasoline stations
are of highest concern, followed by AIRS facilities and TRI
sites. These findings do not reflect the relative amount of
time spent at home and at school, nor do they reflect the
different nature of the exposure potential from various
sources. The results of this case study, however, do follow
a consistent methodology for characterizing proximitybased environmental exposure analysis which can be
extended to any type of spatially explicit exposure model
and is thus flexible enough to be applicable in multiple
contexts and situations.
While the present study considered all school-aged children attending public schools as a single population,
future research will utilize CDFs and individual geocoding
to investigate racial/ethnic and socio-economic disparities
in exposure potential within the study area.

6.
7.

8.
9.
10.

11.

12.
13.

14.

15.
16.

Competing interests
The author(s) declare that they have no competing interests.

17.

Authors' contributions

18.

PAZ obtained and processed the data for schools, student
records, gasoline stations, AIRS facilities and census data.
JC obtained and processed the data for TRI facilities. PAZ
performed all the street geocoding, as well as the distance
analysis. JC performed the statistical testing.

19.

20.

Nyerges TM, Robkin M, Moore TJ: Geographic Information Systems for Risk Evaluation: Perspectives on Applications to
Environmental Health. Cartography and Geographic Information Systems 1997, 24(3):123-144.
Sheppard E, Leitner H, McMaster RB, Tian H: GIS-based measures
of environmental equity: Exploring their sensitivity and significance. Journal of Exposure Analysis and Environmental Epidemiology
1999, 9:18-28.
Chakraborty J, Armstrong MP: Thinking outside the circle: Using
geographical knowledge to focus environmental risk assessment investigations. In WorldMinds: Geographical Perspectives on
100 Problems Edited by: Janelle D, Warf B, Hansen K. Dordrecht, The
Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publications; 2004:435-442.
Graham JD, Beaulieu ND, Sussman D, Sadowitz M, Li Y-C: Who lives
near coke plants and oil refineries? An exploration of the
environmental inequity hypothesis.
Risk Analysis 1999,
19(2):171-186.
Bowen WM, Salling ML, Haynes KE, Cyran EJ: Toward environmental justice: Spatial equity in Ohio and Cleveland. Annals
of the Association of American Geographers 1995, 85:641-663.
Cutter SL, Solecki WD: Setting environmental justice in space
and place: acute and chronic airborne toxic releases in the
southeastern united states. Urban Geography 1996, 17:380-399.
United Church of Christ: Toxic wastes and race in the United States: A
national report on the racial and socio-economic characteristics of communities with hazardous waste sites New York: United Church of Christ
Commission for Racial Justice; 1987.
Anderton DL, Anderson AB, Oakes JM, Fraser MR: Environmental
equity: The demographics of dumping. Demography 1994,
31:229-248.
Hird JA: Environmental policy and equity: the case of superfund. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 1994, 12(2):323-343.
Newmann CM, Forman DL, Rothlein JE: Hazard screening of
chemical releases and environmental equity analysis of populations proximate to toxic release inventory facilities in
Oregon. Environmental Health Perspectives 1998, 106(4):217-226.
Perlin SA, Sexton K, Wong DWW: An examination of race and
poverty for populations living near industrial sources of air
pollution. Journal of Exposure Analysis and Environmental Epidemiology
1999, 9:29-48.
Glickman TS: Measuring environmental equity with Geographical Information Systems. Renewable Resources Journal
1994, 12(3):17-21.
Chakraborty J, Armstrong MP: Exploring the use of buffer analysis for the identification of impacted areas in environmental
equity assessment. Cartography and Geographic Information Systems
1997, 24(3):145-157.
Maantay J: Mapping environmental injustices: Pttfalls and
potential of Geographic Information Systems in assessing
environmental health and equity. Environmental Health Perspectives 2002, 110(2):161-171.
Zimmerman R: Social equity and environmental risk. Risk Analysis 1993, 13:649-666.
Waller LA, Louis TA, Carlin BP: Environmental justice and statistical summaries of differences in exposure distributions.
Journal of Exposure Analysis and Environmental Epidemiology 1999,
9:56-65.
Waller LA, Louis TA, Carlin BP: Bayes methods for combining
disease and exposure data in assessing environmental justice. Environmental and Ecological Statistics 1997, 4:267-281.
Clark WAV, Rushton G: A method for analyzing the relationship of a population to distributed facilities. Environment and
Behavior 1970, 2(2):192-207.
Dolinoy DC, Miranda ML: GIS modeling of air toxic releases
from TRI-reporting and non-TRI reporting facilities: Impacts
for environmental justice. Environmental Health Perspectives 2004,
112:1717-1724.
Openshaw S, Taylor P: A million or so correlation coefficients:
Three experiments on the modifiable area unit problem. In

Page 14 of 15
(page number not for citation purposes)

International Journal of Health Geographics 2006, 5:23

21.
22.
23.

24.
25.
26.

27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.

33.

34.
35.

36.
37.
38.
39.

40.

41.
42.

Statistical applications in the spatial sciences Edited by: Wrigley N. London: Pion; 1979:127-144.
Dudley G: Scale, aggregation, and the modifiable area unit
problem. The Operational Geographer 1991, 9(3):28-33.
Cutter SL, Holm D, Clark L: The role of geographic scale in
monitoring environmental justice.
Risk Analysis 1996,
16(4):517-526.
Sui D: GIS, environmental equity analysis, and the Modifiable
Areal Unit Problem (MAUP). In Geographic information research:
transatlantic perspective Edited by: Craglia M, Onsrud, H. London: Taylor and Francis; 1999:41-54.
Taquino M, Parisi D, Gill DA: Units of analysis and the environmental justice hypothesis: the case of industrial hog farms.
Social Science Quarterly 2002, 83(1):298-316.
Chakraborty J: Analyzing exposure of school children to accidental releases of hazardous substances. Journal of Exposure
Analysis and Environmental Epidemiology 2001, 11:269-278.
McMaster RB, Leitner H, Sheppard E: GIS-based environmental
equity and risk assessment: methodological problems and
prospects. Cartography and Geographic Information Systems 1997,
24(3):172-189.
Holt JB, Lo CP, Hodler RW: Dasymetric estimation of population density and areal interpolation of census data. Cartography and Geographic Information Science 2004, 31(2):103-121.
Eicher CL, Brewer CA: Dasymetric mapping and aerial interpolation: implementation ad evaluation. Cartography and Geographic Information Science 2001, 28(2):125-138.
McElroy JA, Remington PL, Trentham-Dietz A, Roberts SA, Newcomber PA: Geocoding addresses from a large populationbased study: lessons learned. Epidemiology 2003, 14(4):399-407.
Whitsel EA, Rose KM, Wood JL, Henley AC, Liao D, Heiss G: Accuracy and repeatability of commercial geocoding. American
Journal of Epidemiology 2004, 160(10):1023-1029.
Oliver MN, Matthews KA, Siadaty M, Hauck FR, Pickle LW: Geographic bias related to geocoding in epidemiologic studies.
International Journal of Health Geographics 2005, 4:29.
Krieger N, Waterman PD, Chen JT, Soobader M, Subramanian SV:
Monitoring socioeconomic inequalities in sexually transmitted infections, tuberculosis, and violence: geocoding and
choice of area-based socioeconomic measures – the public
health disparities project (US). Public Health Reports 2003,
118:240-260.
Chaix B, Gustafsson S, Jerrett M, Kristersson H, Lithman T, Boalt AA,
Merlo J: Children's exposure to nitrogen dioxide in Sweden:
investigating environmental injustice in an egalitarian country. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health 2006, 60:234-241.
Pollock PH, Vittas ME: Who bears the burden of environmental
pollution? Race, ethnicity, and environmental equity in Florida. Social Science Quarterly 1995, 76(2):294-310.
Mohai P, Bryant B: Environmental racism: Reviewing the evidence. In Race and the incidence of environmental hazards: a time for
discourses Edited by: Mohai P, Bryant B. Boulder, CO: Westview Press;
1992:63-75. 1921
Kim JJ: Ambient air pollution: health hazards to children. Pediatrics 2004, 114:1699-1707.
Schwartz J: Air pollution and children's health. Pediatrics 2004,
113:1037-1043.
Duan N: Model for human exposure to air pollution. Environment International 1982, 8:305-309.
Sexton K, Ryan PB: Assessment of human exposure to air pollution: Methods, measurement and model. In Air pollution, the
automobile and public health Edited by: Watson AY, Bates RR, Kennedy
D. New York: National Academy Press; 1998:207-238.
Klepeis NE, Nelson WC, Ott WR, Robinson JP, Tsang AM, Switser P,
JBehar JV, Hern SC, Engelmann WH: The National Human Activity Pattern Survey (NHAPS): A resource for assessing exposure to environmental pollutants. Journal of Exposure Analysis and
Environmental Epidemiology 2001, 11:231-252.
McCurdy T, Graham SE: Using human activity data in exposure
models: analysis of discriminating factors. Journal of Exposure
Analysis and Environmental Epidemiology 2003, 13:294-317.
Schwab M, McDermott A, Spengler JD: Using longitudinal data to
better understand children's activity patterns in an exposure
context: data from the Kanaway County health study. Environment International 1992, 18:173-189.

http://www.ij-healthgeographics.com/content/5/1/23

43.

44.

Leech JA, Nelson WC, Burnett RT, Aaron S, Raizenne ME: It's about
time: a comparison of Canadian and American time-activity
patterns. Journal of Exposure Analysis and Environmental Epidemiology
2002, 12:427-432.
Xue J, McCurdy T, Spengler J, Ozkaynak H: Understanding variability in time spent in selected locations for 7–12 year old
children. Journal of Exposure Analysis and Environmental Epidemiology
2004, 14:222-233.

Publish with Bio Med Central and every
scientist can read your work free of charge
"BioMed Central will be the most significant development for
disseminating the results of biomedical researc h in our lifetime."
Sir Paul Nurse, Cancer Research UK

Your research papers will be:
available free of charge to the entire biomedical community
peer reviewed and published immediately upon acceptance
cited in PubMed and archived on PubMed Central
yours — you keep the copyright

BioMedcentral

Submit your manuscript here:
http://www.biomedcentral.com/info/publishing_adv.asp

Page 15 of 15
(page number not for citation purposes)

