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Introduction to the  

Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS)  

File from the American Community Survey 
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Overview 

• What is the ACS Public Use Microdata Sample 
(PUMS) file? 

• What geographic areas are available in the ACS 
PUMS? 

• How does the Census Bureau protect confidentiality 
in the ACS PUMS? 

• How do I access ACS PUMS data? 
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What is the ACS PUMS file? 

• A sample of population and housing unit records 

from the American Community Survey 

• Allows users to create custom tables that are not 

available through pretabulated ACS products 

• The 1-year ACS PUMS file represents 1 percent of 

the U.S. population 
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Summary Data and Microdata  
What’s the Difference? 

 

 

• Summary data are predefined tables for specific 

geographic areas (states, counties, etc.) 

• In the ACS microdata, the basic unit is an individual 

housing unit or person  
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Who Should Use the ACS PUMS? 

• People who want to create tables that are not 

available through American FactFinder 

• People who need data for small or unique population 

groups  

• People interested in mapping population and 

housing characteristics 
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Sample Questions That the ACS PUMS 

Could Answer 

• What proportion of children ages 5 to 9 live in 

households that do not have telephone service? 

• What is the veteran status of college students living 

in Maine?  

• What proportion of low-income workers in Kentucky 

commute 90+ minutes to work?  
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Geographic Areas in the ACS PUMS  

• Nation 

• All states, D.C., Puerto Rico 

• Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMAs) 
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What are PUMAs? 

• Predefined areas with 100,000+ residents  

• Combinations of adjacent counties and census tracts 

within states 

• PUMA boundaries match those used in Census 2000, 

with exception of Louisiana 
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Identifying PUMAs 

• PUMAs are identified by a five-digit number, unique 

within each state   

• Geographic equivalency files show how other areas 

align with PUMA boundaries 

– Located on the PUMS download page on American 

FactFinder: 

     http://factfinder.census.gov/home/en/acs_pums_2007_3yr.html 

• Census 2000 PUMAs will continue to be used until 

after the 2010 Census  

http://factfinder.census.gov/home/en/acs_pums_2007_3yr.html
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Sample PUMA Map – County Groupings  

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, accessed at http://ftp2.census.gov/geo/maps/puma/puma2k/ny_puma5.pdf. 

• State PUMA maps are available on the census 

website 
www.census.gov/geo/www/maps/puma5pct.htm 

http://www.census.gov/geo/www/maps/puma5pct.htm
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Sample PUMA Map – Subdivided County 

• PUMA boundary files available 

for download  
www.census.gov/geo/www/cob/

pu5_2000.html 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, accessed at http://ftp2.census.gov/geo/maps/puma/puma2k/ca_puma5.pdf 

http://www.census.gov/geo/www/cob/pu5_2000.html
http://www.census.gov/geo/www/cob/pu5_2000.html
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Protecting Confidentiality in the ACS PUMS 

• Title 13 requires the Census Bureau to keep all 

personal information strictly confidential:  

– By stripping personal information from records 

– Through “data swapping,” “top coding,” and “bottom coding” 

– By including only a sample of ACS responses  

– By limiting geographic areas on the PUMS 
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Accessing PUMS Files 

• Data can be downloaded through FactFinder and 

analyzed with statistical software 

• Or accessed through the menu-driven DataFerrett 

system 

• Refer to PUMS data dictionary 
http://factfinder.census.gov/home/en/acs_pums_2007_1yr.html 

 

http://factfinder.census.gov/home/en/acs_pums_2007_1yr.html
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Housing Topics Covered in ACS PUMS  

• Bedrooms  

• Condominium status  

• Contract rent (monthly rent)  

• Cost of utilities and fuels  

• Family income  

• Family and household 
relationships  

• Farm status and value  

• Fire, hazard, and flood insurance  

• Food Stamps  

• Fuels used  

• Gross rent  

• House heating fuel  

• Household income  

• Household type  

• Kitchen facilities  

• Linguistic isolation  

• Meals included in rent  

• Mortgage status and owner costs  

• Plumbing facilities  

• Presence and age of own children  

• Presence of subfamilies in 
household  

• Property value  

• Real estate taxes  

• Residence state  

• Rooms  

• Telephone in housing unit  

• Tenure  

• Units in structure  

• Vacancy status  

• Vehicles available  

• Year householder moved into unit  

• Year structure built  
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Person Topics Covered in ACS PUMS  
• Ability to speak English  

• Age  

• Ancestry  

• Citizenship  

• Class of worker  

• Disability status  

• Educational attainment  

• Fertility  

• Hispanic origin  

• Hours worked  

• Income by type  

• Industry  

• Language spoken at home  

• Last week work status  

• Marital status  

• Means of transportation to work  

• Migration  

• Military status and periods of service  

• Mobility status  

• Occupation  

• Personal care limitation  

• Place of birth  

• Place of work  

• Poverty status  

• Race  

• Relationship  

• School enrollment and type of school  

• Sex  

• Time of departure for work  

• Travel time to work  

• Vehicle occupancy  

• Weeks worked  

• Work status  

• Work limitation status  

• Year of entry  
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Downloading ACS PUMS data  
American FactFinder 
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Downloading ACS PUMS data  
American FactFinder 

http://factfinder.census.gov/home/en/acs_pums_2007_3yr.html 

http://factfinder.census.gov/home/en/acs_pums_2007_3yr.html
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Other PUMS Resources  
American FactFinder 

• Values used in top- and bottom-coding the variables  

• Detailed codes for ancestry, occupation, etc.  

• Links to geographic equivalency files   

• Accuracy of the PUMS and methods of calculating 

sampling error 



19 

Analyzing PUMS Data 
Statistical Software 

• Use SERIALNO variable to merge housing and 

person records 

• Apply person and housing weights to produce 

estimates of population and housing 
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Analyzing PUMS Data 
Calculating Standard Errors 

• Generalized variance formula  

– Easier, but less accurate results  

• Replicate weights provided in the PUMS file  

– More complex, but more accurate results 

• Both methods are described in PUMS Accuracy of 

the Data 
www.census.gov/acs/www/Products/PUMS/pumsaccuracy_archived.html 

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Products/PUMS/pumsaccuracy_archived.html
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Analyzing PUMS Data  
DataFerrett 

• Can be used to extract PUMS data using a menu-

driven system  

• Need to register to use DataFerrett  

• Download DataFerrett and install it on your computer   
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DataFerrett Website 

http://dataferrett.census.gov/ 

http://dataferrett.census.gov/
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Availability of ACS PUMS Data 

• Available each year beginning in 2000 

• 2007 ACS 1-year PUMS released September 2008 

• 2005-2007 ACS 3-year PUMS released January 

2009 
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For more information 

PUMS on the ACS website: 
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Products/PUMS/index.html 

 

PUMS in The ACS Compass Products: 

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/Compass/handbook_def.html 

 

Contact by telephone: 
1-800-923-8282 

 

Contact by email: 
acso.users.support@census.gov 

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Products/PUMS/index.html
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/Compass/handbook_def.html
mailto:acso.users.support@census.gov

