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What is NAICS?

The North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) is used by federal 
statistical agencies to classify business establishments for the purpose of collecting, 
analyzing, and publishing statistical data related to the US economy.

NAICS was developed and adopted in 1997 to replace the Standard Industrial 
Classification (SIC) system. It was developed in conjunction with economic statistics 
programs in Canada and Mexico as part of the NAFTA agreement in an effort to 
harmonize statistical reporting.

Familiarity with the NAICS system is the key to unlocking numerous sources of data 
supplied by government agencies, many of which are required by law. 

The government’s business data collection is massive, and no single company would be 
able to afford it. The NAICS system allows even small companies to have easy access to
basic data about their markets and some of the work of the world’s best statisticians.

How many NAICS codes are there?

There are over 2000 NAICS codes. The number of digits used in a code follow a format 
where a two-digit is a very high level of data. The most granular level of data available 
about an industry is a six-digit code.

These are some examples how the NAICS system starts at a very high aggregate level 
and then presents more specific detail about a segment of the higher level NAICS 
industry:

There  are...
21 two-digit industry codes
99 three-digit industry codes
312 four-digit industry codes
713 five-digit industry codes
1,065 six-digit industry codes

...and these are examples...
NAICS 51, Information
NAICS 511, Publishing
NAICS 5111, Newspaper, Book, and Periodical Publishers
NAICS 51119, Other Publishers
NAICS 511191, Greeting Card Publishers

A complete and official directory of the codes can be downloaded from the US Census 
site at https://www.census.gov/eos/www/naics/2012NAICS/2012_Definition_File.pdf

©2016 Non-Routine LLC & Strategies for Management, Inc.
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Is every business in the NAICS?

Businesses target customers and prospects based on specific characteristics that indicate 
their need for the products they sell. The most basic way to do this is to research what 
industry those customers are in. A business that manufactures chairs, for example, might 
want to know how many furniture stores there are and where they are located. The 
would also want to know how big those stores are.

NAICS industry classifications can be extremely helpful for many marketing tasks from 
market sizing, planning sales territory coverage, and in distribution strategy.

All businesses are reflected in the NAICS classification system, but a specific NAICS 
classification may not fit a marketer’s need with precision. Even if definitions may not 
be an exact match, the patterns of the demographics and historical trends of broader 
categories may still be very illuminating. 

Most businesses have other market data that can be combined with demographics data 
for more insightful decision making. These are often estimates of market size and 
estimation of a sales territory’s potential.

How can government data be certain to include all 
businesses?

There is not a single (legal) business that does not have some interaction with 
government, especially in connection with the collection and payment of taxes. That tax 
paper trail is an indicator of economic activity. 

The government gathers business data in a confidential manner from tax records, 
particularly employment tax records. These data are stripped of their identities, and there
are strict guidelines that forbid the publication of any data that might lead to the release 
of business characteristics that would identify a specific business.

ExpliStats is highly experienced with these rules for undisclosed data, and we have 
developed estimation techniques that account for these data in our calculations in a 
reasonable manner. “Top-level” data (such as 2- or 3-digit NAICS) are not affected by 
disclosure rules in a material way. The more granular the data, such as 6-digit NAICS in 
a small geography, the more important it is to have a way of replacing unpublished data.
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The Department of Commerce conducts many data collection efforts that are used to 
create snapshots of industries. They publish the Economic Census (for years ending in -2
and -7), the Annual Survey of Manufactures, and many others that have data that can be 
combined with ExpliStats data to build marketing models and market size estimates that 
aid in making well-reasoned business decisions.

Not all government data collection attempts to count or include all businesses. Because 
of costs, the government surveys rather than employ Census-type efforts. The data that 
ExpliStats is using in its demographics reports are based on data that are intended to 
account for all businesses active at the time of the original data collection.

NAICS categories change as the economy changes

New industries are usually not assigned a NAICS until they reach a statistically 
significant threshold according to the Census guidelines in effect at that time. When the 
Census data for a new NAICS are published, it is often the first time that anyone has had
access to data that go beyond educated speculation.

And if the Census can giveth, it can taketh away. In the 1997 NAICS system, the 
printing industry had ten NAICS; in the 2012 revision, it was cut to four. This reflected 
the change in the size of the industry from representing 1.25% of GDP in the early 1990s
to today’s level of about 0.45%.

In this case, all of the commercial printers are in the same general categories, but some 
of the six-digit categories were replaced or consolidated into others.

ExpliStats experience can help in these situations. There are many government and other
data sources that can be combined using today’s NAICS system that can result in a 
valuable business analysis that includes historical data adjusted for NAICS category 
revisions.
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ExpliStats publishes state data, but some executives 
need regional data like metropolitan areas

State data are the most commonly used, but ExpliStats also publishes data about the top 
25 metropolitan areas in its most common reports.

Some companies need data for all of the metropolitan areas, or need to rearrange the 
states in a way that is different than the eight ExpliStats regions. Please inquire about 
designing special reports for specific needs.

Find your targeted NAICS

You may already know your sales and marketing target markets by their NAICS number 
because you have done research on them before. If not, the official Census complete 
directory of the codes, complete with definitions can be downloaded at 
https://www.census.gov/eos/www/naics/2012NAICS/2012_Definition_File.pdf

You can download a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet of the current NAICS codes. 
http://www.census.gov/eos/www/naics/2012NAICS/2012_NAICS_Index_File.xls 

This list of two-digit codes can help you narrow down where they might be in the 
NAICS directory.

©2016 Non-Routine LLC & Strategies for Management, Inc.
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2-digit NAICS Industry

11 Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting

21 Mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction

22 Utilities

23 Construction

31-33 Manufacturing

42 Wholesale trade

44-45 Retail trade

48-49 Transportation and warehousing

51 Information

52 Finance and insurance

53 Real estate and rental and leasing

54 Professional, scientific, and technical services

55 Management of companies and enterprises

56
Administrative & support and waste management & 
remediation services

61 Educational services

62 Health care and social assistance

71 Arts, entertainment, and recreation

72 Accommodation and food services

81 Other services (except public administration)

92 Public administration

ExpliStats can provide its style of analysis for virtually any code in the NAICS system, 
from 2-digit through 6-digit. The codes that have the longest unbroken history of 
reporting are usually the 2- and 3-digit codes. Special historical reports can be provided 
on a custom basis for most of these.
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Important definition: “business establishment”

The reports ExpliStats prepares are based on “business establishments.” In practical 
terms, an establishment is a single “location.” Sometimes a more specific definition is 
needed. This is especially important when more than one revenue-generating business 
activity is conducted at an establishment.

A company (or "enterprise") is comprised of all the establishments that operate under the
ownership or control of a single organization. A company may be a business, service, or 
membership organization; consist of one or several establishments; and operate at one or
several locations. “Locations” is a key concept. If the company operated at different 
physical locations, even if the individual locations were producing the same line of 
goods, those are considered to be separate establishments. 

An establishment is a single physical location at which business is conducted or services
or industrial operations are performed. 

This statement from the official definition is critical:

 When two or more activities are carried on at a single location under a single 
ownership, all activities generally are grouped together as a single establishment.

 The entire establishment is classified on the basis of its major activity, and all data
are included in that classification.

Establishment counts represent the number of locations with paid employees any time 
during the year. 

©2016 Non-Routine LLC & Strategies for Management, Inc.
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Where do ExpliStats Business Demographics data come 
from?

The primary source of data for EBD is from the US Census in an annually published 
data set called “County Business Patterns.” This data base counts business 
establishments by state, county, and zip-code area. In some circumstances, EBD also 
uses a data set named “nonemployer statistics” which includes businesses that do not 
have employees. There are many industries where sole practitioners are very important, 
especially in professions such as graphic design, photography, legal, consulting, and 
others. EBD is developing special reports for these industries.

County Business Patterns data are sourced from administrative records. These records 
are principally from Social Security tax filings, where companies detail their NAICS, 
number of employees, and payroll amounts. In essence, companies comply with data 
submission automatically and passively as they submit their taxes. There are legal 
penalties for not complying with the law. This means that the data are unlike those 
gathered from market research studies.

Most market research relies on surveys and samples. This means that there is the 
possibility of “sampling error” in the results. Minor technicalities aside, County 
Business Patterns represents the statistical Universe of all businesses at that particular 
time. This means that there is no sampling error.

There are businesses that are excluded, but they are covered in the previously-mentioned
“nonemployer statistics.” These sole practitioner or small family businesses do not have 
employees and pay their Social Security taxes with their tax returns. ExpliStats is 
developing methods to account for these microbusinesses in our demographic reports.

©2016 Non-Routine LLC & Strategies for Management, Inc.
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Some sources claim there are more businesses than 
ExpliStats and government data

Many independent lists of businesses are compiled from sources that may double- or 
triple-count (or more) their listings. Some of those lists were compiled from phone 
directories. Years ago, when there were high long distance phone charges, companies 
had multiple phone numbers for the different area codes they served. This made them 
look “local,” but it led to many businesses being counted more than once. 

When two small local businesses would combine in mergers (such as when one owner 
retired and sold the business to another owner of a similar business) they would keep the
separate phone numbers. By doing so, long-standing customers could be retained. Even 
though the two businesses were now one, with one location, telephone listings would 
imply that there were still two businesses.

Other situations involve different spellings or variations of company names. “ABC Co.” 
might be in a data base also as “A.B.C. Co.” and be counted as two companies even 
though they were the same.

Company sales and prospect data bases compiled from magazine circulation lists are 
often challenging, especially from multiple sources. These usually count individuals and
are not always edited well to harmonize company names. Magazines are paid for their 
circulation, not for the number of establishments in their lists, so there is little incentive 
for them to clean their data bases in a way that satisfies demographers. Their lists are for
a different purpose, so this does not mean their lists are bad.

There is another aspect to the list hygiene process. Companies go in and out of business, 
and it may take years for a closed company’s record to be deleted from a business data 
base. Companies may change addresses. Sales people may receive industry magazines at
home, not back at company headquarters.

©2016 Non-Routine LLC & Strategies for Management, Inc.
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Sometimes business locations have more than one corporation at that single address. 
This is especially a problem for small and medium businesses where financial, tax, and 
succession planning make it appear that there are multiple business entities at one 
location when there is really just one. Some of these other corporations are “shell 
corporations” and do not have employees, so they would not be included in County 
Business Patterns but might be in business directories, magazine circulation lists, and 
phone directories.

Independent sales people (sometimes called “brokers”) usually specialize in a particular 
industry. They will list themselves in business directories under that industry 
classification under a business name that makes it seem like they are a standalone 
business with a production facility. In reality, they are not business establishments. They 
re-sell the output of other businesses and are paid on a commission basis.

Our experience is that many of the independent business lists are overcounting the 
number of establishments in industries by 25% to 40%. This means that if an industry 
has 1,000 establishments, there will be business lists with 1,250 to 1,400 listings.

This is why County Business Patterns are so important. Because many of the listings are
derived from tax records and tax payments, their employer identification number 
becomes an automatic means of eliminating potential double-counting and sometimes 
more. 
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The ExpliStats Difference

Anyone can get the raw County Business Patterns data from the Census Department, but
it does take experience to organize and tabulate the data, manage statistical issues 
peculiar to CBP in the suppression of certain data for purposes of confidentiality.

ExpliStats Business Demographics. . .
 publishes the data in a highly readable format designed for management use;
 analyzes the data with state and region rankings and shows the percentage of US 

establishments that each area represents, helping managers prioritize their 
resources and actions;

 applies a special estimation model for data the Census suppresses because of 
disclosure guidelines;

 offers two different kinds of employee size reports, one with a basic “small, 
medium, and large” business size, and another with seven categories ranging from
1 to 4 employees at an establishment to 250 or more;

 calculates how data have changed compared to prior County Business Patterns 
releases; for these latest data from 2014, we compare to 2012;

 lists top 10 states and top 25 metropolitan areas, ranked by numbers of 
establishments;

 provides support by e-mail and phone about how to use the reports;
 supplies Microsoft Excel format files that users can alter as needs require, such as 

matching to sales or distribution territories, or to build their own market size 
models;

 publishes in Adobe Acrobat PDF format for archiving and internal publishing.
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How can ExpliStats enhance these data?

ExpliStats Business Demographics aids executives by providing customizing 
demographic reports with

 custom charts such as heat maps and other visualization methods;
 geographical analysis and special rankings based on company needs;
 time series for geographies using our historical library of County Business 

Patterns data bases;
 mapping based on marketing models and forecasts;
 combining data with other government reports or company market research data;
 rankings by number of employees, payrolls, employee sizes;
 capital expenditures data.
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Sales Territory Potential Analysis

An important marketing task, especially in B2B industries, is deciding about how many 
sales people are needed. Sales coverage costs are balanced with the revenue potential in 
their territories. Part of their costs, in addition to wages, is the travel expenses needed to 
cover their territories.

The number of current customers and potential new ones is an important aspect of this 
assignment decision. How many trips? What are the costs? What is the potential?

These data are also useful in planning field technical support and the selection of 
distributors and dealers, office location, and many other decisions.

ExpliStats can assist companies in determining the NAICS selections by conducting a 
confidential and proprietary of analysis of current customers. We compare a business’ 
customer information with other business sources and record their NAICS classification 
and other data. ExpliStats then develops data reports and models that help improve 
targeting by size of business, location, and NAICS classification, and other factors.

These efforts can include other company information, other government statistics, and 
other resources. Contact ExpliStats to discuss decision-making needs in these areas.

©2016 Non-Routine LLC & Strategies for Management, Inc.
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Printing Industry NAICS and ExpliStats Business 
Demographics Reports

The following reports about the US printing industry are available from ExpliStats 
Business Demographics. The definitions of the industries are based on the official 
NAICS directory.

Top Level Report NAICS 3231 Printing and related support activities

 Sector Report NAICS 32311 Printing (excludes printing services)

➔ Sub-sector Report 
NAICS 323111 Commercial printing (except screen 

and books)

➔ Sub-sector Report NAICS 323113 Commercial screen printing

➔ Sub-sector Report NAICS 323117 Books printing

 Sector Report NAICS 32312 Support activities for printing

Special Report 
NAICS 561439 Other Business Service Centers

(including Copy Shops)

ExpliStats Exclusive Report 
NAICS 32311 + 561439 Business Printing and 

Copying

©2016 Non-Routine LLC & Strategies for Management, Inc.
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Top Level Report: NAICS 3231 - Printing and related 
support activities

This report covers the entire “general commercial printing” industry. The official NAICS
guide states:

Industries in the Printing and Related Support Activities subsector print products, 
such as newspapers, books, labels, business cards, stationery, business forms, and 
other materials, and perform support activities, such as data imaging, platemaking
services, and bookbinding. The support activities included here are an integral 
part of the printing industry, and a product (a printing plate, a bound book, or a 
computer disk or file) that is an integral part of the printing industry is almost 
always provided by these operations.

Sector Report: NAICS 32311 – Printing (excludes printing 
services)

This is the part of the commercial printing industry that gets most all of its revenues by 
printing on substrates, regardless of printing process. The official definition is:

This industry comprises establishments primarily engaged in printing on apparel 
and textile products, paper, metal, glass, plastics, and other materials, except 
fabric (grey goods). The printing processes employed include, but are not limited 
to, lithographic, gravure, screen, flexographic, digital, and letterpress. 
Establishments in this industry do not manufacture the stock that they print, but 
may perform postprinting activities, such as folding, cutting, or laminating the 
materials they print, and mailing.

©2016 Non-Routine LLC & Strategies for Management, Inc.
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Sub-sector Report: NAICS 323111 - Commercial printing 
(except screen and books)

These data reflect the core of the commercial printing business by excluding screen 
printing, which is mainly done on textiles and dimensional goods like pens and cups, 
and also excludes book printing, usually another narrow specialty. It is likely the reason 
that book printing survived the paring down of the NAICS. There are some government 
analyses that combine book publishing and book printing as “the book industry,” and 
deleting the printing category would make that impossible. (EBD can prepare this 
special report if needed).

The official definition of NAICS 323111 is:

Establishments primarily engaged in commercial printing (except screen printing, 
books printing) without publishing (except grey goods printing). Printing 
processes used in this industry include lithographic, gravure, flexographic, 
letterpress, engraving, and various digital printing technologies. This industry 
includes establishments engaged in commercial printing on purchased stock 
materials, such as stationery, invitations, labels, and similar items, on a job order 
basis. Establishments primarily engaged in traditional printing activities combined
with document photocopying services (i.e., quick printers) or primarily engaged in
printing graphical materials using digital printing equipment are included in this 
industry.

©2016 Non-Routine LLC & Strategies for Management, Inc.



 

 Business Demographics page 18 of 21

Sub-sector Report: NAICS 323113 - Commercial screen 
printing

Commercial screen printing is a specialty business, and its inclusion in “commercial 
printing” data might confuse some industry analysis for companies primarily interested 
in markets like offset or digital printing. Technologies are changing, and many of these 
screen printers have been good candidates for wide format printing technologies because
of their already established businesses for retail and trade show displays, and general 
signage. 

The official definition is:

This industry comprises establishments primarily engaged in screen printing 
without publishing (except books, grey goods, and manifold business forms). This
industry includes establishments engaged in screen printing on purchased stock 
materials, such as stationery, invitations, labels, and similar items, on a job order 
basis. Establishments primarily engaged in printing on apparel and textile 
products, such as T-shirts, caps, jackets, towels, and napkins, are included in this 
industry. Note: printing on grey goods are classified in NAICS 313310, Textile 
and Fabric Finishing Mills.

©2016 Non-Routine LLC & Strategies for Management, Inc.
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Sub-sector Report: NAICS 323117 - Books printing

As noted before, books printing is a niche business, and the Commerce Department 
probably had reasons for keeping the distinct category for its analysis of the overall book
publishing industry.

The official definition is:

This industry comprises establishments primarily engaged in printing or printing 
and binding books and pamphlets without publishing. Publishers are in NAICS 
511, Publishing Industries (except Internet). Binding books without printing in the
same establishment are classified in Industry 32312, Support Activities for 
Printing.

Sector Report: NAICS 32312 - Support activities for 
printing

This NAICS was often referred to as “trade services,” a thriving sector until the late 
1990s. Color separators, typographers, platemakers, binders, and finishers all sold their 
skills and use of their specialized equipment to other printing companies. For some 
services such as color separations, much of their revenues came from ad agencies, 
design firms, and photographers. In the 2012 NAICS revision, the previously separate 
prepress and postpress data were combined into this single business classification.

The official definition is:

This industry comprises establishments primarily engaged in performing prepress 
and postpress services in support of printing activities. Prepress services may 
include such things as platemaking, typesetting, tradebinding and sample 
mounting. Postpress services include such things as book or paper bronzing, die-
cutting, edging, embossing, folding, gilding, gluing, and indexing.
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Special Report: NAICS 561439 Other Business Service 
Centers (including Copy Shops)

Because copying and digital printing has become an important aspect of the printing 
industry, adding this NAICS to the traditional commercial printing NAICS may be 
worthwhile in certain circumstances. Many of these businesses do not have production 
equipment, but do have high-end office printing equipment. In recent years, however, 
many other technologies, such as wide format printing, and the continuing enhancement 
of low-end digital printing, have many of these businesses serving the same markets as 
small commercial printers. Most of the work is short run, from one copy, up to the 
amount at which it is more practical to use traditional printing. The official definition is: 

This industry comprises (1) establishments generally known as copy centers or 
shops primarily engaged in providing photocopying, duplicating, blueprinting, 
and other document copying services, without also providing printing services 
(e.g., offset printing, quick printing, digital printing, prepress services) and (2) 
establishments (except private mail centers) engaged in providing a range of 
office support services (except printing services), such as document copying 
services, facsimile services, word processing services, on-site PC rental services, 
and office product sales.

ExpliStats Exclusive Report: NAICS 323111 + 561439 
Business Printing and Copying

ExpliStats Business Demographics has produced an exclusive special report that 
combines NAICS 323111 Printing and 561439 Other Business Service Centers 
(including Copy Shops). This report excludes the commercial printing NAICS for screen
printing, book printing, and services to printers. These are essentially what some refer to
as the “print for pay” business. Office superstore printing locations are not included. 
Note: State and MSA rankings are not included in this report.
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What demographics data do commercial printers need?

Printing companies may be curious about the size of their industry and how many 
printers there are, but it is not usually a compelling strategic interest.

Many printers have data needs for the areas of their sales concentration. Some printers 
have specific geographic needs for the area where their plant is located. They may sell to
certain industries of particular sizes. ExpliStats can prepare custom reports for those 
needs.

Other printing companies may have a national focus, but need data about certain 
industries. Printers who sell to accountants or lawyers, or funeral homes, or small 
publishers, will find benefit from having demographic data appropriate to those needs.

# # #
May 2016, revised June 2016
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