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Measuring America

American Community Survey

Demographic Analysis

2010 Census
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Measuring America

Dimensions of Differences

Time

Level of geographic detail

Counts versus characteristics
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Motivation for the ACS

Support the growing data needs of federal, 

state, tribal, and local governments by 

producing critical data throughout the 

decade

Simplify the 2010 Census
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The figures from the 2009 American 

Community Survey offer a more 

intimate portrait of U.S. workers in the 

middle of a recession than has been 

available in previous downturns 

because the Census Bureau now 

gathers detailed information annually 

instead of once every 10 years.

Washington Post   October 19, 2010
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How we got here
The evolution of the ACS

Introduction of 

rolling sample 

design concept 

in context of 

Census Bureau

Office that 

evolved into the 

ACS established

First operational 

test conducted 

in 4 sites

Testing basic 

methods and 

procedures

Test sites in 36 

counties in 26 

states

Expanded to full  

sample of HUs in 

all counties in 50 

states, DC & PR

GQs 

added

First 1-yr est

released for 

areas 65,000+

First 3-yr est 

released for 

areas 20,000+

Congress 

authorized a mid-

decade census 

but did not 

appropriate funds

Congress renewed 

interest in a continuous 

measurement 

alternative to the long 

form sample

Demonstrating 

operational 

feasibility and 

survey quality

First data 

released for 

nation and 

areas 

250,000+



ACS Basics

The ACS collects data continuously 

throughout the year

ACS sample interviews are combined 

over 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year periods 

to produce estimates for increasingly 

smaller geographic areas
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ACS Basics

ACS estimates are period estimates, 

describing the average characteristics 

over a specified period

1-year, 3-year, and 5-year estimates will 

be released for geographic areas that 

meet specific population thresholds
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ACS Basics

Estimated Population of 

Geographic Area

Type of ACS Estimates 

Released

Less than 20,000 5-year

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

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



ACS Basics
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Small Area Data Release

This year we will release the first set of 

ACS 5-year estimates based on data 

collected in 2005 – 2009

These are the first detailed characteristics 

for small areas since the release of 

Census 2000 sample data in 2002
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Small Area Data Release

Timing 

Level of geographic detail

Content and products

How to access

How to interpret the data
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Timing

Planned release of 5-year estimates in 

December 2010

We plan to release ACS 5-year tabulated 

data products every year
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Geographic Areas 

Like the sample data from Census 2000, 

the ACS 5-year estimates will be 

summarized for legal, administrative, 

and statistical areas
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Examples of Legal and 

Administrative Areas

States, Puerto Rico, and DC

Congressional Districts

Counties and municipios

Alaska Native Areas, Hawaiian 

Homelands,  American Indian Areas

Incorporated Places (cities, towns)

School Districts 
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Examples of Statistical Areas

Census regions and divisions

Urban areas and zonas urbanas

Census designated places  

Metropolitan and Micropolitan Statistical 

Areas

Census tracts

Census block groups



Geographic Expansion

Growth in the total number of entities 

supported for previously released types 

of areas

Additional types of geographic areas 
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Geographic Expansion
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1-year
areas (15) 

additional
3-year

areas (6)

additional
5-year

areas (586)

American Indian Areas,  Alaska Native Villages, 
Hawaiian Homelands (607 total)



Geographic Expansion
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1-year
areas (785) 

additional
3-year

areas (245)

additional
5-year

areas (2111)

Counties and County Equivalents (3141 total)
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Demographic Characteristics

Sex

Age

Race

Hispanic Origin

Relationship
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Social Characteristics

Education

Marital Status

Fertility

Grandparents

Veterans

Disability

Language 

Place of Birth

Citizenship

Year of Entry

Ancestry 

Tribal Affiliation
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Economic Characteristics

Income     

Employment Status

Occupation

Industry

Commuting to Work

Place of Work 
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Housing Characteristics

Tenure

Occupancy status

Housing Value

Taxes & Insurance

Utilities

Mortgage

Monthly Rent 



Data products for all users

Data profiles

Narrative profiles

Subject tables

Geographic comparison tables

Thematic maps
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Data Profile



27

Narrative Profile
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Subject Tables on Employment
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Sample Subject Table
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Thematic Maps



Data products for advanced users

Detailed tables

Summary files

Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) 

files
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Detailed Tables
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Data Dissemination Plan

We will disseminate all ACS data products 

through the American FactFinder

We plan to release census block group 

data and some detailed tables only as 

text-based downloadable files
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Interpreting ACS 5-year estimates

Based on data collected between  

January 2005 and December 2009

Represent the average characteristics 

over this time period
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Interpreting 5-year estimates  

Examples

Fictitious data

Characteristic with year-to-year increases

Characteristic with annual fluctuations 

(increases and decreases)

Characteristic with little change over time
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Characteristic with year-to-year 

increases 

Percent Foreign Born Population
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Characteristic with annual 

fluctuations

Homeownership rates
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Characteristic with little change 

over time

Percent in Management, Professional, 

and Related Occupations
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Census 2000 and ACS

Similarities 

Census 2000 questions are on the ACS

ACS produces many of the same tables 
and characteristics as Census 2000
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Census 2000 and ACS

Similarities 

Same broad set of geographic areas

Same basic data dissemination vehicle –
American FactFinder and same basic 
types of data products
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Census 2000 and ACS

Key Differences

ACS data are collected continuously and 

all ACS estimates are period estimates

Estimates will be released every year 

rather than once-a-decade 
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Census 2000 and ACS

Key Differences

ACS estimates are released in the form 

of both single year and multiyear 

estimates 

ACS estimates have more sampling error
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Quality of ACS Estimates

Margins of error around ACS 5-year 

estimates will be about 1.75 times as 

large as those associated with the 

Census 2000 sample estimates

Evaluations have found reductions in 

ACS nonsampling error relative to 

Census 2000



Comparing Data from the ACS 

with Census 2000
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To summarize ….

… 10 things you should know about the 

ACS 5-year estimates
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1. It’s Not the 2010 Census
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2.  The data are based on a 

sample of the population
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ACS Displays Margins of Error



3. A wealth of content
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4. More geographic detail than 

you can imagine
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Kentucky: 110th Congressional Districts



4. More geographic detail than 

you can imagine
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Kentucky: Counties in Kentucky by Population Size 



4. More geographic detail than 

you can imagine
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Kentucky: Census Tracts



5. ACS data are very easy to 

access
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6. Public use microdata files are 

available
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7. All estimates are period 

estimates
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8. It’s OK to compare 
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U.S. : Median Age  of the Total Population 



9. More data are coming
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10. We can help
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Customer Service Operator
E-tutorial

Compass Products



Feel free to contact me with any of 

your questions

Deborah.H.Griffin@census.gov
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