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ACS Basics

• Ongoing monthly survey sent to 3.5 million addresses per 
year to produce detailed population and housing estimates 
each year

• Visit 20,000 Group Quarter facilities and sample approximately 194,000 
residents each year

• Designed to produce critical information on small areas and 
small population groups previously collected on the 
decennial long form

• Covers 35+ topics and supports over 300 known Federal 
Government uses

• Data released three times each year

• 1-year estimates (12 months of data)

• 1-year Supplemental Estimates (12 months of data)

• 5-year estimates (60 months of data)
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Census & ACS

1790-1930 Census  
one form to all households

1940-2000 Census  
short form & long form

1996-2004 ACS  
demonstration period

2005-present ACS/PRCS 
annual estimates for all geographies

2010 Census and future 
short form only
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ACS Data Collection Process

Self-Response Modes Non-Response Mode

Online Mail Personal Visit
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ACS Content

Ancestry
Citizenship Status
Disability Status
Educational Attainment & 
School Enrollment
Fertility
Grandparents as Caregivers
Language Spoken at Home
Marital History; Marital Status
Migration/Residence 1 Year Ago
Period of Military Service
Place of Birth
Undergraduate Field of Degree
Veteran Status
Year of Entry

Social

Commuting (Journey to Work) & 
Place of Work
Employment Status
Food Stamps/SNAP
Health Insurance Coverage
Income and Earnings
Industry, Occupation, & Class of 
Worker
Poverty Status
Work Status Last Year

Age
Hispanic or Latino Origin
Race
Relationship to Householder
Sex

35+ Topics 1000+ Tables 11 Billion Estimates

Economic

Demographic
Bedrooms
Computer and Internet Use
House Heating Fuel
Kitchen Facilities
Occupancy/Vacancy Status
Occupants Per Room
Plumbing Facilities
Rent
Rooms
Selected Monthly Owner Costs
Telephone Service Available
Tenure (Owner/Renter)
Units in Structure
Value of Home
Vehicles Available
Year Householder Moved into Unit
Year Structure Built

Housing
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Selected Census Geographic Concepts
Nation

Regions

States

Counties

Census Tracts

Block Groups

Congressional 
Districts

American Indian/
Alaska Native Areas/ 
Hawaiian Home Lands

Urban Areas
Metropolitan and 
Micropolitan Areas

Zip Code 
Tabulation 
Areas

PlacesSchool 
Districts

Public Use 
Microdata 
Areas 
(PUMAs)

Alaska 
Native 
Regional 
Areas

State 
Legislative 
Districts

930,000  Geographic 
Areas

35,000+ 
Communities
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Availability of ACS Data Products

Estimated 
Population of 
Geographic Area

1-Year 
Estimates

1-Year 
Supplemental 

Estimates
5-Year 

Estimates

65,000 or more X X X

20,000 to 64,999 X X

Less than 20,000 X

Release Date September 14 October 19 December 7

8

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/news/data-releases.html
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Selected Ways to Access Data

• QuickFacts

• OnTheMap for Emergency Management 

• Census Business Builder

• American FactFinder

• Data.census.gov
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/which-data-tool/data-tools-chart.html



Find Data Tools on Census.gov

1111

census.gov/data/data-tools.html
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QuickFacts

.

census.gov/quickfacts
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OnTheMap for Emergency Management
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Census Business Builder

census.gov/data/data-tools/cbb.html
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factfinder.census.gov 

American FactFinder
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Comparison Guidance
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Do Do Not

Use ACS for population characteristics (i.e., percents, 
means, medians, rates)

Use ACS for population totals (instead use decennial 
census or the Population Estimates Program)

Compare non-overlapping datasets (i.e., 2005-2009 to 
2010-2014)

Compare overlapping datasets (i.e., 2005-2009 to 2006-
2010)

Compare similar period lengths (i.e., 1-year to 1-year) Compare estimates from different period lengths (i.e., 
1-year to 5-year)

Conduct statistical testing when making comparisons 
between estimates

Look at estimates alone to decide if they are higher or 
lower than one another



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

Comparison Guidance
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What is Statistical Testing?

• Definition : A test to determine if a difference is unlikely to 
occur by chance

• To be “statistically different”, there must be statistical evidence 
that there is a difference between two estimates

• Testing should be conducted for all comparisons, both implicit 
and explicit
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What is the Margin of Error?
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•Definition: An MOE is a measure of the 

possible variation of the estimate around 

the population value

•At a given confidence level, the estimate 

and the actual population value will differ 

by no more than the value of the MOE

•90% confidence level is the Census 

Bureau Standard

•ACS MOEs are provided in the same units 

as their respective estimates

We are 90% confident that the true percentage of high 
school graduates or higher in Adams County, PA is 
somewhere within 0.8% of the estimate (87.3%)



Statistical Testing Tool
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/statistical-testing-tool.html



AFF: Comparison Profiles

For geographies with 65,000 persons 
+, you can use 1-year estimate ACS 
Comparison Profile Tables that test  
Statistical Significance for you. The 
look-back is the prior four years. 

Your Current 
Year Estimate

Most Recent 
Look-back 

Year

Asterisk indicates if 
there is statistical 

significance

 CP02: Social Characteristics
 CP03: Economic Characteristics
 CP04: Housing Characteristics
 CP05: Demographic 

Characteristics

2014 Look-back 
compares to 

2016



AFF: Comparison Profiles
Comparison Profile Tables also come 
in a five-year estimate version. The 
look back is the next 5-year dataset 

that is non-overlapping 

Most Recent 5-
year look-back

 CP02: Social Characteristics
 CP03: Economic Characteristics
 CP04: Housing Characteristics
 CP05: Demographic 

Characteristics

Most recent non-
overlapping 5-
year look-back
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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/
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Technical Documentation Page

28

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/technical-documentation.html



ACS Data Users Group

• Purpose: 

– Improve understanding of the value and utility of ACS data. 

– Promote information sharing among data users about key ACS data issues and 
applications

• Membership is free and open to all interested ACS data users

• 2017 ACS Data Users Conference, May 11-12 (recordings available)

• Webinars and special sessions at professional meetings planned

• Users group website and online community 

acsdatacommunity.prb.org

52



Census Academy

Census.gov/academy



Census Academy: Data Gems



Census Academy: Webinars



Need Local Stats?

• Assistance Near You!
Our regional data staff can help you 
access local statistics from the ACS 
or offer training to help build your 
skills. 

• Contact us at: 

1-844-ASK-DATA

(1-844-275-3282)

census.askdata@census.gov 
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Sign up for and manage alerts at 
https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USC
ENSUS/subscriber/new

More information online:
https://www.census.gov/acs

Continue the Conversation #ACSdata

1-800-923-8282

facebook.com/uscensusbureau

twitter.com/uscensusbureau

youtube.com/user/uscensusbureau

instagram.com/uscensusbureau

pinterest.com/uscensusbureau

linkedin.com/company/us-census-bureauacso.users.support@census.gov
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https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USCENSUS/subscriber/new
https://www.census.gov/acs/


Questions or Feedback?

Please feel free to contact me!

Nesreen Khashan

Data Dissemination Specialist

U.S. Census Bureau

nesreen.khashan@census.gov

202-510-6403 


