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What is the 
American Community Survey?

• A large, continuous demographic survey
– 250,000 Households nationwide – every month

– The HU address is the sample unit – not people

– Produces annual and multi-year estimates 
of  the characteristics of the population and housing

– Decennial Long Form content with conceptual differences

– Census views it as producing characteristics’ distributions, 
NOT counts

– Produces information for small areas including tracts, block 
groups and population subgroups 
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ACS Data Product Release Schedule

Data products are released in the year following the single-year 
or the last year of the multi-year period in which data are 
collected.



American Community Survey:
Data Products

• Summary Products
– Detailed Tables (Summary File 1 & 3)

• Summary File type data products
• Base and Compressed tables

– Tabular Profiles
– Narrative Profiles
– Ranking Tables
– Geographic Comparison Tables
– Thematic Maps
– Selected Population Profiles (characteristic based)

• Public Use Microdata Files (PUMS)



Switching from Census to ACS Mentality
The Census and the ACS are different collection 

instruments
• Reference Period

– The Census was a point in time estimate (4-1-10); 
– The ACS accumulates 12 months of surveys for a calendar year 

estimate
– CAN NOT think of annual ACS estimates as centered within a 

specific period (annual, 3-year, 5-year)
• Not all data is from that calendar year though -- many 

questions ask “In the last 12 months…”

• Sample Size
– Less than Decennial Long Form
– Declining over time as nation grows





Switching from Census to ACS Mentality

• Some Conceptual Differences
– Residency Rules

• Decennial Census - “Usual Place of Residence”
• ACS - resident of area if staying there 2+ months when 

contacted; affects seasonal areas, students
– Sample weighting

• Census – small sample weighting areas
• ACS – county population estimates

– Sub-county areas

– Migration/Change of Residence
• Census: 5 years ago
• ACS: 1 year ago



Switching from Census to ACS Mentality

• Period rather than point estimates
• Fire hose of data every year
• Multiple numbers for the same area

– 2010 release for areas of 65,000 or more
• 1-year estimate (2009 collection)
• 3-year estimate (2007-2009 collection)
• 5-year estimate (2005-2009 collection)

– Areas of 20,000 to 65,000
• 3-year estimate (2007-2009 collection)
• 5-year estimate (2005-2009 collection)

– Areas under 20,000
• 5-year estimate ONLY (2005-2009)



Switching from Census to ACS Mentality

• Statistical Quality Issues
– Data Allocation

• Census – high rates
• ACS – better, trained interviewers

– Margins of Error
• Had to be calculated for Census
• Presented in the ACS products

– Reported at 90-percent confidence level
– Summary Files also have Standard Errors

• May affect uses of the data
– Denominators
– Regression analysis









Example 2:  Item with year-to-year increases and decreases 
(Homeownership rates)
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GETTING THE SUMMARY DATA



Summary File Example

• Joe is a researcher working for the 
National Center for Health Statistics. He 
needs to map the counties with large 
proportions of the population that do not 
speak English very well. So he wants the 
ACS language data for every available 
county in the nation. 













In addition to the actual Summary Files, 
Joe needs…

• Essential files
– Technical Documentation
– Data Dictionary = merge_5_6.xls
– README doc

• Useful files
– Worked example
– Example SAS programs



www2.census.gov/acs2008_3yr/summaryfile/

Scroll Down …



United States File



File Naming Conventions

• Example:
2008 3 us 0001 000.zip

2008=year

3=3-year 
estimate

us=United States

0001=sequence number

000=place holder 
for iterations



Summary File Data

Within each geography file there are 4 
text files

20083us0001000.zip

1.g20083us.txt (Geography)
2.e20083us0001000.txt (Estimate)
3.m20083us0001000.txt (Margin of Error)
4.s20083us0001000.txt (Standard Error)



Which of the 158 zip files should 
Joe download?

The first step is to determine the 
Sequence Number. 

A. If Joe knows the Table ID number, then he can go directly 
to the Data Dictionary. 

B. If Joe does not know the Table ID number, then he will 
review the Technical Documentation first and then go to 
the Data Dictionary.



Data Dictionary



Back to FTP site

Hint: To view the raw data, 
WordPad is the best option
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Estimate SF of the US for Language
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SOURCES OF MORE 
INFORMATION









Other Sources

• ACS Design and Methodology Report
• 2006 ACS Data Users Handbook
• American Community Survey Office by 

phone at 1-800-923-8282
• Leonard Gaines at 

lgaines@empire.state.ny.us
or 518-292-5312




