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What is the ACS? 
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 An ongoing  mandatory demographic survey, 
that replaced the Census long form. 

 
 Randomly select about 3.5 million addresses 

each year to participate in the survey. 
 
 Data collection through four modes: Internet, 

Mail, Telephone, Personal Visits 
 

 Annually produces 1 year and 5-year datasets 
as low as a Census Tract (neighborhood) and 
some block groups. 
 

 2014 has two data sets for release:  
 ACS 1-year available now.  
 ACS 5-year release will release December 10, 2015 

 
 Generates data that help determine how more 

than $400 billion in federal and state funds are 
distributed each year. 

 



Census / ACS History 
 1790-1930 
 Census: one form to all households  
 
 1940-2000 
 Census: short form and long form 
 
 2000 
 ACS: large-scale demonstration 
 
 2005-present 
 ACS / PRCS: full implementation 
  
 2010 
 Census: short form only 
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How is the ACS Different from a Census? 

ACS 2010 Census 

purpose Sample estimates Official counts 

produces 
Population 

characteristics Population totals 

new data every Year 10 years 

data reflect Period of time Point in time 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
ACS allows us to see trending data, rather than waiting every 10 years. Since we are growing at a net gain of a person about every 13 seconds, that is a huge resource.



ACS Data Collection Process 

Online Mail Telephone Personal 
Visit 

Self-Response Modes Non-Response Modes 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The American Community Survey data collection operation uses four modes that take place over a three-month period: Internet, mail, telephone, and personal visit. 

For most housing units, the first phase of data collection includes an invitation for the household to respond via Internet which is mailed to the sample address.  If the household does not respond via Internet, a paper questionnaire is sent to the sample address for the household to complete and return by mail.  Internet data collection started in 2013.

If no response is received by mail or Internet, the Census Bureau follows up with computer assisted telephone interviewing, or CATI, if a telephone number is available for the address.  

If the Census Bureau is unable to reach an occupant of the unit using CATI, or if the household refuses to participate, the address may be selected for computer assisted personal interviewing, or CAPI.  At any point in this process, receipt of an Internet response or a completed paper questionnaire from the sampled address results in the address being removed from the data collection workload. 








Subjects Included in the Survey 
Social 

Economic 

Housing 

Demographic 
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Social 
Education 
Marital Status 
Fertility 
Veterans 
Disability 
Citizenship 
Language 
Migration 

Employment Status 
Income 
Commuting 
Occupation & Industry 
Health Insurance 
Class of Worker 
 

Economic 
Tenure (Own/Rent) 
Occupancy & Structure 
Home Value 
Costs (Mortgage, Taxes, Insurance) 
Utilities 
Plumbing/Kitchen Facilities 

Housing 

Sex 
Age 
Race 
Hispanic Origin 
 

Demographic 

Presenter
Presentation Notes





Changes to Content 
 2008: New/modified questions added for 

 Marital history 
 Health insurance coverage 
 Service-connected disability status and rating 
 Disability 

 2009: New question added for Bachelor’s field of degree 
 2013: New questions added for Computer ownership/Internet access 
 2016: Propose modifying/removing  

 Computer usage and internet 
 Business/medical office on property 
 Flush toilet 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Content in the American Community Survey can be updated over time. In 2008, questions were added or modified for marital history, health insurance coverage, service connected disability status and rating, and disability. In 2009, a new question was added to collect Bachelor’s field of degree. And, in 2013, new questions were added to collect information on computer ownership and internet access.

2 New Topics
Computer ownership/Internet access – 3 new questions
Type of Computer (e.g., desktop, laptop, smart mobile phone, etc.)
Subscription/Access to internet
Internet service type (e.g., dial-up, DSL, cable modem, etc.)

5 Revised Topics
Food Stamps – program name change (SNAP-Supplemental Nutrion Assistance Program)
Veterans Identification and Period of service – ID (removing the yes and nos from the response options reording the responses) POS (collapsing categories)
Public assistance income – additional wording for children and short time receipt
Wages/salary– splitting the questions in CATI/CAPI because of the long list
Interest/dividends – splitting the questions in CATI/CAPI because of the long list

The Census Bureau recently completed a review of public comments received in response to a proposal to remove five questions from the ACS beginning in 2016. These questions were identified through a comprehensive content review process conducted  last year in 2014.   

After careful review of new information provided by the nearly 1,700 comments received in response to the notice, pending approval from the Office of Management and Budget, the Bureau is planning to move forward with removal of the Business/Medical Office on Property question, but will retain the Undergraduate Field of Degree and the three Marital History questions.  A 30-day Federal Register notice is now posted to allow members of the public to comment on the intended action, and also provides full details and information.   Please also be sure to check out the ACS Content Review Webpage. 




Selected Census  
Geographic Concepts—Legal Areas 

 Nation 
 States 
 Counties 
 Incorporated Places 
 Minor Civil Divisions 
 Congressional Districts 
 School Districts 
 Zip Code Tabulation Areas 

(ZCTAs) 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
These are some of the geographies for which ACS data is produced. It is important to note the difference between Legal and Administrative areas and Statistical areas. 

Legal/administrative areas have legally described boundaries; they may provide governmental 
services or may be used to administer programs. The difference between legal and administrative areas is that administrative areas generally do not have elected officials and are created solely to administer elections or other government functions.

Incorporated Places: provides govt functions for a concentration of people
 
Minor civil divisions: primary govt or administrative divisions of a county in many states (i.e., townships, boroughs)




Selected Census  
Geographic Concepts—Statistical Areas 

 Regions 
 Divisions 
 Census Designated Places 
 Census County Divisions 
 Public Use Microdata Areas 

(PUMA) 
 Census Tracts 
 Block Groups 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Statistical geographic areas are defined primarily for data tabulation and presentation purposes.  

CDP: settled concentrations of populations known by name, not legally incorporated

CCD: primary division of county with no legal function

Census tracts are small, relatively permanent of a county or county equivalent. Census tracts generally have a minimum population of 1,200, or 480 housing units, and a maximum population of 8,000 people or 3,200 housing units. Tracts have an optimum size of 4,000 people or 1,600 housing units. 

Block groups are statistical divisions of census tracts and are defined to contain a minimum of 600 persons or 240 housing units and a maximum of 3,000 people or 1,200 housing units. In the American Community Survey, block groups are the lowest level of geography published.

These statistical areas are designed to have stable boundaries. Boundary changes to existing census tracts, as well as newly defined census tracts, may occur at the time of each decennial census.   





Standard Hierarchy of Census 
Geographic Entities 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Constant nesting series up the middle.
Everything to the left and to the right is a geography that may cross the boundaries of main nesting series that will add up. 



Availability of ACS Data Products 

Estimated 
Population of 
Geographic Area 

1-Year 
Estimates 

3-Year 
Estimates 

5-Year 
Estimates 

65,000 or more X X X 

20,000 to 64,999 X X 

Less than 20,000 X 

Planned  
Release Date 

September 17, 
2015 N/A December 10, 

2015 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
When to Use 1, 3 or 5 Year datasets
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
To give an idea of how valuable the 5 year dataset is to rural areas:

Blue indicates ACS is available for 1, 3, & 5 year Estimates

Green indicates ACS is available for 3 & 5 year Estimates

Yellow indicates ACS is available for 5 year Estimates only
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ACS Main Page 

census.gov/acs 
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Data Tables & Tools 

census.gov/acs/www/data/data-tables-and-tools/index.php 
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Comparison Guidance 
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/comparing-acs-data/2013.html 

 



Technical Documentation Page 
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/technical-documentation.html 



Educational Materials 

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/library/educational-materials.html 
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Ways to Access 

 QuickFacts 
 Census Explorer 
 OnTheMap for Emergency Management 
 Narrative Profiles 
 American FactFinder 
 Application Programming Interface (API) 
 Census Business Bulider 
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Find Data Tools on Census.gov 
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QuickFacts 
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When to use:  
Find a fact fast. View selected 

estimates about social, 
economic, and housing 

characteristics for all states 
and counties, and for cities 

with more than 5,000 people. 
 

census.gov/quickfacts 
 
 

http://quickfacts.census.gov/


Census Explorer 
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When to use:  
Explore selected estimates 
about people, education, 

income, and commuting in 
an interactive map to 

visualize how statistics 
change over time and 
across geographies. 

 
census.gov/censusexplorer 

 

http://quickfacts.census.gov/


OnTheMap for Emergency Management 
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When to use:  
Use estimates to understand 
areas affected by disasters, 

natural disasters, and 
weather events to support 

response and recovery. 
 

onthemap.ces.census.gov/em 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In collaboration with FEMA we developed a Emergency Management tool, that is updated every 24 hours down to the Tract level providing data from Decennial Census, the ACS and workforce information to provide emergency services and understand the workforce and type of economic impact in the area. 

http://onthemap.ces.census.gov/Em/


Narrative Profiles 
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When to use:  
Browse statistics presented 
as a text-based report with 

plenty of colorful graphs and 
charts. 

 
census.gov/programs-
surveys/acs/data.html 

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A written formatted tool for easily understanding and comprehending the data. These are available at the 5-year dataset down to a tract level of geography. 

http://census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data.html
http://census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data.html


Application Programming 
Interface (API) 

census.gov/developers 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Data on the go - 

-formats: HTML, XML, JSON
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American FactFinder (AFF) 
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When to use:  
Search all ACS data for 
all geographies down to 

the block group level  
 

factfinder.census.gov  
 
 

http://factfinder.census.gov/


AFF Advanced Search 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Note the Your Selections cart is empty. 
You can use the Steps 1 through 3, but if you are not specific to the table or terms and formatting of geography terms you might not receive the full menu of options. I suggest using the subject boxes on the left to start your search.



AFF Geographies-List Tab 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Opening the Geography Subject box defaults to List, and you begin searching by dropdown menus. 



AFF Geographies-Name Tab 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Selecting the Name tab, allows you to search by a Geographic name, like Rapid City or Rapid Metropolitan Area rather than filtering.



AFF Geographies-Name Tab II 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Selecting a hyper linked geography adds it to Your Selection cart.



AFF Topics 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Because we have added an item to the Your Selection cart, the filtering begins and reduces the Search Results in the table list. 

Now, we can select a Topics by People, Housing or a specific year, a product type, a program source, or a dataset. 



Selecting Topics in AFF 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This example shows that we have a single geography, a single topic, and a specific dataset, that reduced the number of tables to select from down to 77. 



Data Product Types 
Profiles 

• Data Profiles (DP)  
• Narrative Profiles (NP)  
• Comparison Profiles (CP) 
• Selected Population 

Profiles (S0201) 

Tables 

• Detailed Tables (B or C) 
• Subject Tables (S) 
• Ranking Tables (R) 
• Geographic Comparison 

Tables (GCT) 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Census Bureau produces data in several formats for different uses, two primary categories: Profiles and Tables.



ID 
Profile/Table Numbering 

 B=Data Product Type (Base Table) 
 06=Subject (Place of Birth) 
      census.gov/acs/www/guidance_for_data_users/comparing_2013/ 

 004=Sequential Number 
 A=Race/Hispanic Origin (White Alone) 
 PR=For Puerto Rico Geographies Only 
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B 06 004 A PR 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Every Profile or Table has a Identification system, The combination of numbers and letters represent a topic, detail or subject.

B06004APR (Place of Birth White Alone in Puerto Rico)




Data Profile vs Detailed Table 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Although Topics may be the same the format in releasing the data is different in a Profile vs a Table.

-point out MOE



Data Tools Chart 
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/which-data-tool/data-tools-chart.html 
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Exercise 1 
 Accessing 

multiple 
levels of 
geographies 
by an 
address 
search  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
To find the geographic identifiers associated to a address.



Address search 
results lists all 

the geographies 
associated with 
the address that 
you can access 

data by.  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Anyone familiar with 

13000 Highway 244�Keystone, SD 57751-0268

It’s the visitor center for Mt. Rushmore.



View Geographic Boundaries  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes


To view a vsual outline on a map of the geographies selected. 

Example on left is just of the Census Tract 
*Note the items listed in the  «Your Selection» box

Example on right has mulitple geograohies selected: 
Tract, ZTCA, and County

Utilize the tool box Boundaries and Features to mark the items. Alouthgh we can see that the tract nests with in the county, so the third outline here is the ZTCA. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Note the American FactFinder switched us from the “Main” tab to “Advanced Search”

Close the overlay drawer that opened on left subject tool “Geographies” to begin the data tables search 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
1. We have now established geographies of different levels to compare in our Selection Box.
2. To begin the filtering to reduce the number of tables from 3,189, we’ll use the subject box on the left “Topics.”
3. Because the population falls under 65,000 for 1 or more geography, only receive results for the qualifying datasets.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s say we want to compare the median value of the homes by owners for these 3 geographies. 

We begin by opening the “Topics” subject box.
Select Housing
Select Financial Characteristics with in the dropdown menu. 
*Note the number next to the specific topic is the number of tables available. 
Select Value of Home

Close overlay drawer. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Select table 
B25077
MEDIAN VALUE (DOLLARS)�Universe: Owner-occupied housing units  �2009-2013 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 

Looking at the table results:
Table number B25077
Universe: Owner-occupied housing units – from 5-year data collection sample. 

Review Results ? Of ? Tables selected
Review Actions: Modify Bookmark/Save, Print & Download – note map is not available because of the geography selections.
Choice to compare years

Discuss table results: difference of value 
Pennington County - 156,100 
Census Tract 110.05 - 260,700
ZCTA  57751 – 175,500
*Note the MOE 

Now hit the Back to Advanced Search to start a new search. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Clear Your Selections box by removing single items  or clear all



Exercise 2 

Accessing 
Multiple like 
geographies 
in single 
table.  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Advanced Search – Your Selections is empty.
You can begin with the steps 1-3, in the middle, hard to use unless you know the table numbers, or language used.

Suggest using Subject boxes on left.

We want to find all census tracts within Minnehaha County to compare the number of people income. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Start by opening the “Geography” subject box.

Opens by default in the List tab, suing drop down menus. Important to know that you start at the lowest level you want to search at and ascend up within. 
Start with Census Tract, follow prompts within geographies
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Click on the Naame tab to see how to filter within a list by name.
*note the list with the number listed next to it identifies the number of geographies at that level. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Using the Name tab allows you to continue your filter search within the list on the left of drawer. 

Note the Select from at the top of drawer filter defaults to “most requested”, but can be changed to “All Summary Levels or “individual blocks”
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now we’ll select from the “Topic” box people, and then income and earnings. We’ll select Household for this example.
And then close the filter drawer. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our Selections show now we have all Tracts for a county & Income by Households.

The starred tables are suggested tables, most commonly used and accessed. 
The combination of numbers and letters in the ID list gives you clues to as what the table is. S = subject, DP= demographic profile, B = base. 
These are the types of “Product Types” 



Creating a map by a data set 
of like geographies.  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Once I select the “Create a Map” tool, it will prompt  me to select a variable within the table, I can select any of them in any column or row and the map will be produced for all the geographies we have in the table. 
Then select the select “SHOW MAP”  in prompt box.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Results of the map show a range of 5 classes, can be adjusted to 7. 
Use the Boundaries and Features to mark and label geographies, or add features like place levels, such as Sioux Falls Metro or Principal city



Searching with Topics box 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Topics box offers a number of ways to filter and reduce the number of tables.




Notable items to filter for ACS datasets 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Product type allows you select the type of table.
Program allows you select the source/survey of the data.
Dataset allows you to reduce to a single ACS estimate, listed by most current at top. 
Year allows you to select all possible datasets with the ending collection year. 




 
 
 

Thank you for attending  
 American Community Survey (ACS) 

Overview 
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For further questions 
Kimberly Davis 

Kimberly.ann.davis@census.gov 
303-503-7047 
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