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BACKGROUND 

Understanding the effect of the built environment on health is important in the 
assessment of risk factors, outcomes, and interventions.  A review of the literature 
indicates that longitudinal studies of the built environment are uncommon, yet are 
repeatedly recommended for future research.  Cross-sectional designs limit 
establishing causation.   

Longitudinal environment data has the potential to support an understanding 
of which neighborhood environment features influence health, and to 
establish whether changes and inequalities in the built environment are a 
cause of geographic and socio-demographic health disparities. 

This project seeks to advance epidemiological methods to characterize the built 
environment longitudinally.  Analyzing time-varying density and distribution of 
neighborhood retail resources is an innovative approach.   

DATABASE DESCRIPTIVES 
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The National Establishment Time-Series (NETS) database is derived from Dun & 
Bradstreet’s register of 20 annual snapshots from 1990-2010 of all commercial 
businesses.   The NETS database is as close as there is to a complete annual 
census of American business.  Variables such as company and trade name, 
standard industrial classification (SIC) code, addresses, and information on moves 
allow for characterization of the dynamic business environment.  Our data 
consists of businesses in 19 counties of the New York-Northern New Jersey-Long 
Island, NY-NJ-PA CBSA 35620 (region outlined in red on map below).  
 

•  2,815,940 unique business establishments 
•  SIC code for every year the business has been open 

• 18,762 unique 8-digit SIC codes 
• 4.7% of businesses underwent a change in SIC code 

•   2.3% of businesses ever moved 
• Max # of moves per business = 9 
• 3,161,599 business locations  

•   Geocode accuracy:   
• 0.21% at Block Group 
• 80.38% at Block Face 
• 0.12% at Street Segment 
• 0.36% at Census Tract Centroid 
• 18.94% at ZIP 

This project is NICHD funded and being completed in conjunction with the Built Environment and Health Project at 
Columbia University, whose members include Andrew Rundle, Gina Lovasi, Kathryn Neckerman,  Ofira Schwartz-
Soicher, Catherine Richards, Mike Bader, Chris Weiss, James Stark, Danny Sheehan, and James Quinn.  

POTENTIAL APPLICATIONS 

The NETS data can be used to define access to a number of health relevant 
resources, as shown above.  For example, commercial physical activity facilities can be 
defined primarily using SIC codes.  Definitions were created referring to existing literature 
to inform inclusion decisions, and verifying relevance of SIC with a name/ web search for 
a random sample of establishments.  Using a physical activity compendium each facility 
type was assigned a Metabolic Equivalent (MET) value, allowing further classification as 
offering light/ moderate, vigorous, or multiuse activity to enable more refined descriptives 
of the stability and trends in access to different types of physical activity facilities.   

NEXT STEPS 
 

•  Derive variables from the NETS data to support ongoing efforts by the Built 
Environment and Health Project in understanding how neighborhood change affects 
behaviors, risk factors, and health conditions.  The NETS data can be paired with a 
variety of datasets to assess industry influence on different health outcomes.   

•  Merge NETS data on commercial physical activity facilities with survey and 
accelerometer data for my thesis, developing a more comprehensive assessment of 
how physical activity opportunities in the neighborhood modify or mediate energy 
expenditure and obesity rates. 

•  Develop a methodical paper outlining the process of characterizing physical activity 
facilities and aspects of neighborhood change. 

•  Collaborate with the Cardiovascular Health Research Unit at the University of 
Washington to apply our classification of establishments to NETS data for King County 
for a study of cardiac arrest incidence and prognosis. 

NETS DATA 

Food environment 

Restaurants 
National fast food 

Local fast food 

Stores 

Convenience/ small 
grocery stores 

Large supermarkets 

Commercial physical  
activity facilities 

Light/ moderate 
activity 

Vigorous activity 

Multiuse 

Medical facilities 

Urgent care/ 
hospitals 

Offices/ clinics 

Nursing homes 

Pharmacies 

Other 

Finance 
Banks 

Credit unions 

Alcohol sources 

Bars/ public drinking 
places 

Liquor stores 


