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Overview 
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Measuring America 

ÅAmerican Community Survey  

ïSeptember 28, 2010:  2009 1 Year Estimates 

ïDecember 14, 2010: 2005-2009 5-Year Estimates  

ïJanuary 18, 2011:  2007-2009 3-Year Estimates  

ïJanuary 2011.: 2005-2009 5-Year PUMS files (Public Use 

Microdata files) 

Å2010 Census 

ïDecember 21, 2010:  2010 Census apportionment counts 

ïFebruaryïMarch 2011:  State and local level data 

ï2011 and beyond: 2010 Census results released 
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Developing the ACS 

The ACS was developed to: 

1. Focus the decennial census on improving the 
population count 

2. Provide characteristic data more than once every 
10 years  

3. Allow use of more current data to measure 
change and detect trends 
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Content of ACS 

 
ïMore than 30 Federal agencies participate in the 

Interangency Committee for the ACA which 
provides oversight for the content of the survey. 

 

ïAs part of the decennial census program, survey 
content is limited to those measures required by 
Federal agencies 

7 



8 

ACS Estimates Basics 
Refresher 

ÅACS asks questions formerly asked on the 
Census long form 

ÅACS produces period estimates (ñvideoò) 

ïPeriod estimates describe the average 

characteristics over a specific period of time 

ïNot intended to count every person and housing unit 

ÅContrast with point-in-time ñsnapshotò estimates 
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Period Estimates  

ÅACS produces 3 types of period estimates: 

 
ï1 Year (data collected over 12 months) 

ï3 Year (data collected over 36 months) 

ï5 Year (data collected over 60 months) 

 

ÅThe types of period estimates disseminated for a 
geographic area depend on the population of the 
area 
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ACS Data Dissemination 
Publication Thresholds 

Estimated Population of 

Geographic Area 

Type of ACS Estimates 

Released 

65,000 or more 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year 

20,000 to 64,999 3-year, and 5-year 

Less than 20,000 5-year 
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Availability of Period Estimates 
Availability of estimate types for select geographic areas in the U.S. and Puerto Rico  



Map of ACS Publication Areas 
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Content & Methodology 
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ÅSamples approximately 2.9 million addresses 
per year (about 250,000 per month) 

 

Å21 questions about housing unit  

   48 questions about each person 
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Overview of the ACS 



Operations 
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Mail Telephone Personal Visit 



Target Population 

ÅResident population of the United States and 
Puerto Rico 

ÅLiving in housing units and group quarters 

ÅCurrent residents at the selected address 

ïEvery address in any 5-year period is UNIQUE 
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Census 2000 and the ACS 
Similarities  

ÅMost questions are the same 

ÅMany of the same basic statistics are 
released 

Å5-year estimates are produced for same 
broad set of geographic areas 

ïIncludes census tracts and block groups 

18 



19 

American Community Survey 
Key Differences 

Å Census 2000 long-form estimates described the 
population and housing as of April 1, 2000 

ï ACS estimates describe a period of time 

Å Different data collection methods 

Å Different residence rules 

Å Different sample sizes 



Constructing Multiyear Estimates 

ÅThe estimates are NOT an average of 1-year 

estimates 

ÅData are pooled across 36 or 60 months 

ÅData are weighted to produce estimates 

ÅEstimates are controlled for age, sex, race, and 

Hispanic origin 

ÅEstimates are based on geographic boundaries 

as of January 1 of the last year in the multiyear 

period 

ÅDollar-value estimates are inflation adjusted to 

the most recent year for the period 
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Data Products & Release Schedule 
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ÅSimilar to decennial long form data products 

 

ÅAbout 1,000 tables for each geographic area 
ïApproximately 700,000 areas in 5-year data 

products 

 

ÅAnnual PUMS samples for ~1% of population 
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ACS Data Products 



Data Products 
Å Profiles 
ï Data Profiles 
ï Narrative Profiles 
ï Comparison Profiles (1-year only) 

ï Selected Population Profiles 

Å Tables 
ï Ranking Tables (1-year only) 
ï Detailed Tables 
ï Subject Tables 

ï Geographic Comparison Tables 

Å Thematic Maps 

Å Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) Files 
 
Å Summary File  
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Public Use 

Microdata 

Sample 

ï    anonymized, downloadable 

ï    individual-level, all variables 

ï    only some of the records we have 

PUMS data files 



Microdata versus Published Data 

Microdata 

ωάwŀǿέ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ 
ŜŀŎƘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ 
 

ωFlexibility: make custom 
tables, create new 
variables, etc. 
 

ωLimitations:         
geography, top-coding 

Published Data 

ωPremade or published 
tables 
 

ωEasy access, data on 
very small areas   

 

ωLimitations:  
limited content 

 



ACS Data Release Schedule 
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Data Product Population Size Data released in: 

of Area 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

1-Year Estimates 65,000+ 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

for Data Collected in:

3-Year Estimates 20,000+ 2005-2007 2006-2008 2007-2009 2008-2010 2009-2011

for Data Collected in:

5-Year Estimates All Areas* 2005-2009 2006-2010 2007-2011

for Data Collected in:

Data Product Population Size Data released in: 

of Area 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

1-Year Estimates 65,000+ 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

for Data Collected in:

3-Year Estimates 20,000+ 2005-2007 2006-2008 2007-2009 2008-2010 2009-2011

for Data Collected in:

5-Year Estimates All Areas* 2005-2009 2006-2010 2007-2011

for Data Collected in:

* Five-year estimates will be available for areas as small as census tracts and block groups.

Source: US Census Bureau

* Five-year estimates will be available for areas as small as census tracts and block groups.

Source: US Census Bureau

Hypothetical situation:  

If Census 2010 contained a long form, 

detailed characteristic data would not be available until 2012 



Making Comparisons 
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Making Comparisons 

ÅThe ACS facilitates comparisons across 
geographies or subpopulations for the same 
survey period 

ÅThe ACS and the Census 2000 sample survey 
are different surveys 

ïEstimates from the two are not always comparable 
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Comparing Across Time Periods 

ÅBe aware of changes in geography 
 

ÅCompare estimates from the same time period 
ï1-year to 1-year  

ï3-year to 3-year  

ï5-year to 5-year 

 

ÅCompare non-overlapping time periods 
 
ÅBe aware of changes in wording of questions 
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Comparing Across Geographies 

Å The 5-year ACS release includes two products 

to help users make comparisons across 

geographies 

ï Geographic Comparison Tables (GCTs) 

ï Thematic Maps 

Å 72 different characteristics 

Å Can compare across . . .  

  (1) American Indian Areas / Alaska Native Areas / Hawaiian Homelands 

/ Alaska Native Regional Corporations, (2) Combined Statistical Areas, 

(3) Congressional Districts, (4) Counties, (5) Metropolitan and 

Micropolitan Statistical Areas, (6) Places, (7) PUMAs, (8) School 

Districts, (9) States, (10) Urban / Rural Areas, and (11) Urbanized Areas 



Guidance on Comparisons:   
2005-2009 ACS to Census 2000 

ÅQuick Guide ï Simple topic by topic 
recommendations for making comparisons; what 
you SHOULD do 
 

ÅComparison Guidance ï More detailed 
explanation of how differences in the two 
surveys impact comparability 
 

ÅTable Comparison Tool ï Helps you locate 
comparable ACS and Census 2000 Detailed 
Tables 
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2009 Comparison Quick Guide 
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Geography 
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Hierarchy of Census Geographic Areas 
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Data Tabulation:  
Summary Levels and Geographic Components 

ÅACS data are released by summary levels and 
geographic components, which are numeric codes 
describing: 

 
ïWhole geographic areas 

ïIntersecting geographic areas 

ïGeographic components 

 

ÅWhole geographic areas include states (040), 
counties (050), cities (160), towns (060), tracts 
(140), block groups (150), American Indian Areas 
(250), congressional districts (500), others 
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Geographic Components 

ÅGeographic components are numeric codes that describe 

Core Based Statistical Area (CBSA) elements or 

urban/rural geographic definitions that nest within or 

intersect with geographic areas, such as: 

 

ïMontana; Rural (Summary Level 040, Geographic Component 43) 

 

ï Missouri; In Micropolitan Statistical Area (Summary Level 040, 

Geographic Component 60) 

 

ï North Carolina; In Metropolitan Statistical Area ï Not in Principal 

City (Summary Level 040, Geographic Component 58) 



Working with the ACS Estimates 
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Strength of the ACS 

ÅProduces reliable characteristic estimates for 
geographies and subpopulations 

 

ÅThe ACS generally does a better job 
estimating percents, rates, means, and 
medians than it does totals 
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Quality of ACS Estimates 

ÅSampling Error: Uncertainty because the data 
are gathered from a sample of the population 

ÅNonsampling Error: Error from respondents not 
answering questions, giving incorrect answers, 
etc. 

ÅACS has higher sampling error but lower 
nonsampling error than Census 2000 long-form 



Quality of ACS Estimates 
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Recent research suggests that  

margins of error around the  

ACS 5-year estimates  

will be about 1.75 times as large  

as those associated with the  

Census 2000 sample estimates 



Margins of Error and  

Data Filtering 

ÅWe do not perform any data quality filtering for 
the 5-year ACS estimates 

 

ÅCheck margins of error to ensure estimates have 
sufficient reliability for their intended use 

 

ÅYou can improve the reliability of estimates by 
aggregating geographies or subpopulations 
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ACS 5-Year Estimates 
Release Restrictions 

ÅNo population thresholds for 5-year estimates 

ïNo restrictions on the release of 5-year estimates 
based on reliability 

ïUnlike the 1- and 3-year estimates 

ÅMargins of error published with all ACS 
estimates 

ïWill provide user education to aid users in using 
less reliable estimates wisely 

 



Example of Aggregating Estimates 
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/documentation_main/ 

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/guidance_for_data_users/handbooks/ 
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Geography Estimate Margin of Error 

Tract 8601.01 803 129 

Tract 8601.02 912 151 

Tract 8602 1647 205 

Apply the formula: 

 

New Estimate = 3,362   (Equal to the sum of estimates) 

New Margin of Error = 285  (Less than the sum of MoEôs) 

Note: This is fictitious data 





 



 



















Where Do I Find the Tables? 

ÅFirst Stop: American FactFinder 

ÅSecond Stop: ACS 5-Year Data Page 

ïSome tables are available on the FTP site as 
comma delimited .csv files 

ïAll estimates are available in summary files 

ïACS website will tell you where to go 
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Details on the 5-Year Release 
How Do I Download the Tables? 

ÅAmerican FactFinderôs familiar tools. 

ïView on screen then choose to download to a presentation 

format or a database compatible format. 

ïGo directly to the AFF Download Center to select tables and 

geographies, then download text files 

ÅTables not included on AFF 

ïPre-packaged in ñsummary filesò for download 

ïSelect tables available on the FTP site in .csv format 

ïTechnical documentation will be available for experienced 

users to download and read the files with statistical software 

ïSelect tools will be available to assist less experienced users 
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AFF Download Options 

59 



Data and Documentation Navigation 
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