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The American Community Survey (ACS) is a nationwide survey designed to
provide communities with reliable and timely demographic, social, economic, and
housing data every year. The U.S. Census Bureau will release data from the ACS in
the form of both single-year and multiyear estimates. These estimates represent
concepts that are fundamentally di erent from those associated with sample

data from the decennial census long form. In recognition of the need to provide
guidance on these new concepts and the challenges they bring to users of ACS
data, the Census Bureau has developed a set of educational handbooks as part of
The ACS Compass Products.

Foreword

We recognize that users of ACS data have varied backgrounds, educations,

and experiences. They need di erent kinds of explanations and guidance to
understand ACS data products. To address this diversity, the Census Bureau
worked closely with a group of experts to develop a series of handbooks, each of
which is designed to instruct and provide guidance to a particular audience. The
audiences that we chose are not expected to cover every type of data user, but
they cover major stakeholder groups familiar to the Census Bureau.

General data users Congress

High school teachers Puerto Rico Community Survey data
users (in Spanish)

Business community Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) data
users

Researchers Users of data for rural areas

Federal agencies State and local governments

Media Users of data for American Indians and

Alaska Natives

The handbooks di er intentionally from each other in language and style. Some
information, including a set of technical appendixes, is common to all of them.
However, there are notable di erences from one handbook to the next in the
style of the presentation, as well as in some of the topics that are included. We
hope that these di erences allow each handbook to speak more directly to its
target audience. The Census Bureau developed additional ACS Compass Products
materials to complement these handbooks. These materials, like the handbooks,
are posted on the Census Bureau's ACS Web site: <www.census.gov/acs/www>.

These handbooks are not expected to cover all aspects of the ACS or to provide
direction on every issue. They do represent a starting point for an educational
process in which we hope you will participate. We encourage you to review these
handbooks and to suggest ways that they can be improved. The Census Bureau
is committed to updating these handbooks to address emerging user interests as
well as concerns and questions that will arise.

A compass can be an important tool for finding one’s way. We hope The ACS
Compass Products give direction and guidance to you in using ACS data and that
you, in turn, will serve as a scout or pathfinder in leading others to share what
you have learned.

iv. What the Business Community Needs to Know
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What Is the American Community Survey?

The American Community Survey (ACS) is the biggest
change in the U.S. decennial census since businesses
became major users of decennial census data in the
early 1970s. In recent decades the census has con-
sisted of a “short form” that was sent to most house-
holds, asking just a few basic questions, and a “long
form,” sent to a sample of households, gathering data
on many detailed characteristics. Long-form data have
been especially popular in business applications as the
source of information on income, education, language,
commuting, housing value, and many other items. The
provision of data for very small areas has been a key to
much of this popularity.

Beginning with the 2010 Census, the census will col-
lect information only on the basic short-form items.
There will be no long form in 2010, but the data that
businesses have come to expect will still be provided.

Note to new data users:

Instead of collecting the data as part of the

2010 Census, the Census Bureau now is collecting
this information throughout the decade using the ACS.
“Long-form replacement” is a key ACS objective, but
ACS data are not a literal replacement for long-form
data. Content is similar to the long form, but ACS data
are di erent enough that users should not simply plug
them into existing applications without a basic under-
standing of this new data source. The ACS provides

a new, wide range of data products. To make e ec-
tive use of the ACS, businesses need to understand
how ACS data are collected and reported, and their
advantages and limitations relative to the long-form
data previously collected during the decennial census.
A glossary and a series of technical appendixes—for
those interested in more advanced ACS issues—are
included at the back of this handbook.

This handbook makes frequent references to census long-form sample data, and it describes
how ACS data di er from data previously provided by the census. These comparisons are
for the benefit of those who have been using census sample data and who need to transition
to the ACS. In contrast, new users can start fresh, focusing on the ACS for what it is—a very
large survey that will provide regularly updated estimates of a wide variety of demographic

and socioeconomic variables that are valuable for many business applications.

While new users need not be concerned with comparisons to traditional long-form data,
they will want to pay close attention to the handbook’s explanation of the nature of ACS
estimates. Of particular importance are the descriptions of ACS “period estimates,” which
are unlike the “point-in-time” estimates provided by most data sources, and the measures of
statistical uncertainty involved in ACS estimates.

Why Is the American Community Survey

Important?

The ACS is important to business for the same rea-
sons that census long-form data have been important.
The census collects information for federal program
purposes, but businesses have been creative in finding
prolific uses for census data—especially data from the
long form. Census data have become a foundation for
the research, planning, and evaluation work of many
businesses.

Business uses of demographic and socioeconomic data
fall into two major categories—market/site evalua-
tion and consumer segmentation. These applications

often require data for very small areas, and the census
has been the most authoritative source of small area
data available. And while many businesses now use
sophisticated and proprietary site and segmentation
products provided by private firms, these products are
built largely on a statistical and geographic foundation
provided by the census. The Decennial Census
Program, now including the American Community
Survey, remains a critical resource to the companies
that build site and segmentation tools and to the com-
panies that use them.

What the Business Community Needs to Know 1
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Examples of types of questions that can be addressed by the ACS:

e How many high-income households with children live near a specific store location?

e Where can one find concentrations of people of Polish ancestry in the Pittsburgh metropolitan area?
e How has the age composition of Phoenix changed in recent years?

e Which Midwestern metropolitan areas have the highest percent of foreign-born population?

e Where can one find concentrations of housing held for seasonal, recreational, or occasional use?

e Which Chicago neighborhoods have concentrations of people who speak Spanish at home?

e How many workers in Atlanta leave home for work before 6 a.m.?

The Bottom Line on ACS Advantages and

Limitations

One could fill a book on the topic of ACS advantages
and limitations relative to the decennial census long
form. ACS data involve some basic tradeo s that can
be summarized as follows.

ACS data have the advantage of being more current
than census long-form data because they are collected
and disseminated throughout the decade. Unlike the
census, ACS data will never be 10 years out of date.
With content similar to the long form, the ACS will pro-
vide updates of items, such as household composition
(for example, single-parent households with children),
that are often used by businesses but have not been
frequently updated for small areas. There is also an
advantage in quality, as information from nonrespond-
ing ACS households is gathered by highly trained and
experienced interviewers, in contrast with the tempo-
rary workers who followed up on households that did
not return census long forms.

Several factors o set these ACS advantages. First, the
ACS sample is smaller than that of the Census 2000
long form. About 18.3 million housing units were in
the Census 2000 long-form sample, while 5 years of
ACS sample addresses will sum to around 15 million.
Because the ACS follows up on only a subsample of
nonresponding addresses, the number of housing units
actually interviewed over 5 years is expected to be
about 10 million. Second, the once-per-decade long-
form data were controlled to actual census counts of
population and housing, while the annual ACS data are
weighted to conform to the Census Bureau population
and housing estimates that update the census counts
every year. The uncertainty in the Census Bureau’s
population and housing estimates contributes to uncer-
tainty in ACS data. (Appendix 7 describes the implica-
tions of the use of controls based on Census Bureau
estimates.) Third, while long-form data described
characteristics approximating a point in time or a
fixed reference period, ACS data reflect population and
housing characteristics over a period of time—1 year,

2 What the Business Community Needs to Know

3 years, or 5 years. Consequently, the interpretation of
ACS estimates is not as straightforward as some users
might like.

The e ects of these di erences may be largest for the
small area data that are common to business applica-
tions. Individual users will have to weigh these impacts
to determine the suitability of ACS data for their appli-
cations. For example, the impact on site evaluation
work may be minimal, as unreliable block group esti-
mates are aggregated to trade areas large enough to
have low sampling error. But segmentation applications
that depend on accurate statistical portraits for specific
small areas—such as individual block groups—may be
impaired.

Where characteristics such as age, income, length of
residence, or ethnicity are involved, private sector
products built from consumer household databases
might be preferred as a means to target individual
block groups or individual households. However, for
characteristics such as language, employment status,
disability, and many others, the ACS (or products built
from the ACS) may be the only source of small area
data. Users of these data for individual small areas
need to understand the relatively large sampling errors
that can be involved and that are reported with all ACS
estimates.

In assessing the suitability of small area ACS data for
their applications, business users should keep in mind
that long-form data for individual tracts and block
groups also were subject to relatively large sampling
errors and were best used for aggregated areas. Long-
form data errors were less apparent, as margins of
error were not reported with the published estimates,
and the once-per-decade schedule masked the fluctua-
tions that would have been observed if long-form data
had been provided annually. Knowing the variability
and reliability of the data, although it may require more
understanding and analysis, should help businesses
arrive at better decisions.

U.S. Census Bureau, A Compass for Understanding and Using American Community Survey Data



ACS Data Collection

The Census Bureau started testing the ACS in 1996 and
went to the full nationwide sample in 2005. In con-
trast to the once-per-decade census, the ACS collects
data continuously during the calendar year, with about
250,000 housing units added to the ACS sample each
month.

The ACS questionnaire is similar to that of the census
long form, but some questions are asked di erently,
and content has evolved in recent years. Copies of ACS
questionnaires for recent years can be reviewed at the
ACS Web site. Go to <www.census.gov/acs/www
/SBasics/SQuest/SQuestl.htm> to find the link.

The ACS is a mailout/mailback survey. Each month the
ACS questionnaire is sent to about 250,000 addresses
sampled from the Census Bureau’s Master Address File.
About 6 weeks later, the Census Bureau follows up by
telephone, when possible, on addresses that have not
returned a completed questionnaire. For addresses
that still have not responded, a subsample, ranging
between 1-in-2 and 1-in-3, is selected for additional
follow-up. Sample addresses that could not be mailed

are subsampled at a rate of 2-in-3. Census Bureau field
interviewing sta visit these addresses in person and
conduct interviews.

Starting in 2006, in a separate operation, data are col-
lected from people who live in group quarters facilities,
such as college/university student housing, military
barracks, nursing home facilities, and correctional
facilities. In this process, a sample of group quarters
facilities is selected. Census Bureau field sta visit each
selected facility, interview a contact person (such as an
administrator) to collect facility level information, and
then select and interview a sample of residents living
at the facility. The ACS group quarters questionnaires
can be reviewed at <www.census.gov/acs/www
/SBasics/SQuest/SQuestl.htm>.

Response to the ACS is required by law, just as it is for
the decennial census. As with the census, responses
to the ACS are strictly confidential, and the Census
Bureau takes great care to preserve this confidentiality
in ACS data products.

How ACS Data Are Provided

Although ACS data collection is going on nearly every
day, specific data products are updated once each year
and released over several months, beginning in late
August through December. Three basic types of data
will be released—estimates reflecting 1 year of data
collection, 3 years of data collection, and 5 years of
data collection. One year of data collection reflects an
initial sample of around 3 million addresses, 3 years
nearly 9 million, and the 5-year data reflect close to 15
million addresses. However, because the ACS follows
up on only a subsample of nonresponding addresses,
the number of completed interviews is smaller than the
initial sample sizes indicated above, close to 2 million
housing unit interviews and 150,000 interviews with
group quarters residents every year.

The population size of a geographic area determines
the type of ACS estimates that are provided. Estimates
that are based on 1 year of data collection are provided
for geographic areas with populations of 65,000 or
more and 3-year estimates are provided for areas of
20,000 or more. Only 5-year ACS estimates will be pro-
vided for areas of the smallest population size—includ-
ing small towns, census tracts, and block groups. It is
these 5-year data that come closest to replacing the
small area census long-form sample data that many
businesses have used in recent decades.

ACS data are provided (or will be provided) for a vari-
ety of geographic areas including those identified in
Table 1 below. This table gives you a sense of which
types of areas are large enough to receive 1-year and
3-year estimates. As the number of areas in column 1
makes clear, the vast majority of geographic areas will
receive only 5-year estimates.

The Census Bureau plans to release new or updated,
sets of 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year ACS data every year.
Since 2005 was the first year of ACS data collection
at full sample, the first set of 1-year estimates was
released in 2006. The first set of 3-year estimates

will be released in 2008, and the first set of 5-year
estimates will be released in 2010. Following 2010,
the Census Bureau will release new 1-year, 3-year, and
5-year estimates every year.

Table 2 summarizes the data collection periods and
year of release for ACS data products (through 2011),
as data collection builds to permit the annual release
of 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year data.

What the Business Community Needs to Know 3
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Table 1. Major Geographic Areas and Type of ACS Estimates Received

Percent of total areas receiving . . .

Total

number of Lyear, Syear & 5-year
Type of geographic area 3-year, 5-year estimates
areas & 5-year estimates
X only
estimates only
States and District of Columbia 51 100.0 0.0 0.0
Congressional districts 436 100.0 0.0 0.0
Public Use Microdata Areas” 2,071 99.9 0.1 0.0
Metropolitan statistical areas 363 99.4 0.6 0.0
Micropolitan statistical areas 576 24.3 71.2 4.5
Counties and county equivalents 3,141 25.0 32.8 42.2
Urban areas 3,607 10.4 12.9 76.7
School districts (elementary, secondary, and unified) 14,120 6.6 17.0 76.4
American Indian areas, Alaska Native areas, and
Hawaiian homelands ey 25 2.8 D
Places (cities, towns, and census designated places) 25,081 2.0 6.2 91.8
Townships and villages (minor civil divisions) 21,171 0.9 3.8 95.3
ZIP Code tabulation areas 32,154 0.0 0.0 100.0
Census tracts 65,442 0.0 0.0 100.0
Census block groups 208,801 0.0 0.0 100.0

* When originally designed, each PUMA contained a population of about 100,000. Over time, some of these PUMAs have gained or lost
population. However, due to the population displacement in the greater New Orleans areas caused by Hurricane Katrina in 2005, Louisiana
PUMAs 1801, 1802, and 1805 no longer meet the 65,000-population threshold for 1-year estimates. With reference to Public Use Microdata
Sample (PUMS) data, records for these PUMAs were combined to ensure ACS PUMS data for Louisiana remain complete and additive.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008. This tabulation is restricted to geographic areas in the United States. It was based on the population sizes of
geographic areas from the July 1, 2007, Census Bureau Population Estimates and geographic boundaries as of January 1, 2007. Because of the
potential for changes in population size and geographic boundaries, the actual number of areas receiving 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year estimates
may di er from the numbers in this table.

Table 2. Release Schedule for ACS Data

Year of Data Release
Data Population 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

product threshold

Year(s) of Data Collection

1-year
cctimates  65:000+ 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
3-year 2005- 2006~ 2007-  2008- 2009- 2010-
estimates  20-000+ 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
5-year 2005-  2006- 2007- 2008-
*
estimates /I areas 2009 2010 2011 2012

*Five-year estimates will be available for areas as small as census tracts and block groups.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

4 What the Business Community Needs to Know
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What about ZIP Codes?

The Census Bureau also plans to release ACS data for
ZIP Code Tabulation Areas (ZCTAs). First defined by the
Census Bureau for Census 2000 data products, ZCTAs
are aggregations of census blocks that approximate
areas corresponding to ZIP Codes. The emphasis is on
“approximate” because ZIP Codes are numeric codes
for mail delivery and often do not have clear geo-
graphic boundaries. Because most ZCTAs are small,

How the ACS Di

the Census Bureau will only release them in the form
of 5-year estimates. Because ZIP Codes are subject

to change, the Census Bureau plans to update ZCTA
definitions periodically. However, ZCTA definitions will
not be updated every year, so users will need to pay
close attention to the “vintage” of the ZCTA definitions
in ACS products and understand that these definitions
may di er from ZIP Codes as defined by the U.S. Postal
Service or by private data suppliers.

ers From Other Data Sources

While “long-form replacement” is an ACS objective, it is
not a replacement in a literal sense, as there are funda-
mental di erences between ACS and census long-form
data. The census long-form sample was a large survey
taken once a decade as part of the decennial census,
while the ACS is a large survey conducted throughout
the decade—with a new sample of around 250,000
addresses introduced each month. The collected
information is aggregated and processed once a yeatr,
and the resulting ACS estimates reflect population and
characteristics over periods of time—either 1, 3, or 5
years, as described above. The complications of these
“period estimates” are described in a later section.

The ACS uses a di erent definition than the census of
who lives in a housing unit. The census counts people
according to their “usual residence,” or where they live
most of the year. The ACS includes people according
to a “2-month rule” of “current residence.” People are
considered residents of a sample unit if their length

of stay has been or will be more than 2 months when
contacted by the ACS. This di erence is important

for businesses that need to know if their data include
seasonal populations who reside in an area only a few
months of the year. For the census, the answer is “No,”
but for the ACS, the answer is not a clear “Yes” or “No.”
For example, in parts of Florida, ACS data collection in
winter months will interview people who reside there
only during the winter if their stay exceeds 2 months.
ACS data products describe the characteristics of the
population of an area throughout the entire year (or
years) of data collection based on stays of more than 2
months, and thus reflect a mix of seasonal highs and
lows.

The census is focused on population counts, and for
purposes of congressional apportionment and redis-
tricting, it is important that people be counted only
once and in the right place. The ACS is not about popu-
lation counts but about characteristics. For example,
the ACS does not determine the estimate of the total
population of Fargo, North Dakota. The total popula-

tion for Fargo provided in ACS tables is based on the
Census Bureau’s Population Estimates Program. How-
ever, if one wants to know the percent of Fargo’s
population that is widowed or divorced, the ACS is the
source for that estimate.

Most ACS characteristics are similar in definition to
their counterparts from the census long-form sam-
ple, but users should be aware of some di erences.
Because so many businesses rely on estimates of
income and home value, these users need to under-
stand how the ACS handling of these estimates di ers
from what they have been using from the long form.
The Census 2000 long form asked respondents to
report income received during the previous calendar
year, so income reported by Census 2000 reflected
income received during 1999. In contrast, the ACS
asks respondents to report income received during the
previous 12 months. With data collected throughout
the year, the incomes reported reflect a range of 12

di erent 12-month income reference periods. People
interviewed in March 2007 reported income received
from March 2006 through February 2007, while those
interviewed in November 2007 reported income
received from November 2006 through October 2007.
Among “2007” ACS respondents, reference periods
span 23 months (from January 2006 through
November 2007).

When dealing with ACS income data, it is important

to keep in mind that the dollar amounts are inflation
adjusted to reflect changes in the national consumer
price index (CPl)—with results expressed in dollar
values of the most current data collection year. For
example, each of the 12 di erent income reference
periods for 2007 ACS respondents are inflation adjust-
ed to represent 2007 dollars. When combining multiple
ACS samples, as is done to create 3-year and 5-year
estimates, the earlier year ACS respondent incomes are
further inflation adjusted to the most recent ACS year
of the multiyear period. Five-year income estimates
based on data collected from 2005 through 2009 will

What the Business Community Needs to Know 5
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Table 3. Di erences in Income Reported by Census 2000 and the ACS

Census 2000 Long Form

ACS 2005-2009

Total Households As of April 2000

Collection period

Income reporting Income received in 1999

Inflation adjustments None

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

reflect the incomes reported during that period adjusted
to 2009-dollar values. Table 3 summarizes the di er-
ences between income data from Census 2000 and
5-year ACS estimates reflecting data collected during
2005 through 2009. Similar adjustments are made for
3-year estimates.

Note that income is the only variable for which such
adjustments are made for the 1-year estimates. For all
other data items reported as dollar values, inflation
adjustments are made only for the 3-year and 5-year
estimates. The adjustments are made to reflect dollar
values of the latest collection year in the period.

See Appendix 2 for additional detail on di erences
between ACS and decennial census sample data.
Appendix 5 provides detail on the use of dollar-
denominated ACS data.

6 What the Business Community Needs to Know

Spring and summer, 2000

Averaged over collection period

Every month—January 2005 through December
2009

Income received during 12-month period prior
to interview

Income inflation adjusted to the most current
data collection year

The ACS also di ers in important ways from the
Current Population Survey (CPS), which also is used as
a source of demographic and socioeconomic informa-
tion. The ACS sample of nearly 3 million addresses
per year is much larger than the CPS sample of about
50,000 households per month. While both the CPS and
ACS collect data throughout the year, the CPS collects
demographic and income detail in the Annual Social
and Economic Supplement (ASEC), based on a sample
of about 100,000 addresses initially interviewed in
CPS during February, March, and April. With its larger
sample, the ACS is designed to provide data for much
smaller areas than the CPS. However, for some topics,
the CPS asks more detailed questions and may pro-
duce results that are preferable for some applications.
Thus for seemingly similar data items, such as median
income or poverty rates, the ACS and the CPS will
sometimes report di erent results at national and state
levels.

U.S. Census Bureau, A Compass for Understanding and Using American Community Survey Data



What ACS Data Products Are Available?

Despite the di erences between ACS and census long-
form data, experienced census data users should feel
very much at home with ACS data products and new
users should find them easy to get to know. All ACS
products can be accessed through the American
FactFinder on the Census Bureau’s Web site: <http://
factfinder.census.gov>.

Current products include Detailed Tables that provide
the most detailed information on all ACS subjects for
all geographic levels. Users can think of these tables as
similar to those from the Census 2000 Summary Files
(such as SF1 and SF3). One di erence is that the ACS

tables report measures of sampling error called mar-
gins of error for every estimate, while the

Census 2000 sample data products provided no such
measures. The exception is ACS estimates that are
controlled to independent Census Bureau estimates.
Measures of sampling error are not provided because
these estimates are not subject to sampling error.

The detailed table below shows the estimates and
margins of error of sex by educational attainment for
Los Angeles County, California, in 2006. The data are
produced for the population aged 25 and over.

Figure 1. Example of a Detailed Table

Los Angeles County, California

E=timate Margin of Errar
Total: 5,243 935 kR
hale: 3,032,707 kR
Mo =chooling completed 63,407 +i-4 954
Mursery to dth grade 73569 +i-4 509
Sthoand Bth grade 154,774 +1-7 598
Tth and Sth grade 93525 +i-5.412
Sth grade 94 345 +1-5,378
10th grade 56,507 +1-4 FO3
11th grade 75,534 +1-4 273
12th grade, no diploma 108,697 +-6,121
High =chool graduate (includes equivalency) 701 506 +i-12 009
Some college, less than 1 year 135157 +i-6,023
Some college, 1 or more years, no degree 383413 +I-5,771
Azzociate's dedgree 182,550 +i-7 445
Bachelor's degree 555,224 +i-10 556
Master's degree 185 637 +i-6, 764
Profezzional school degree 52 565 +i-4 360
Doctorate degree 45 541 +i-3,362
Female: 3,211,228 kR
Mo =chooling completed 55,503 +i-4 933
Mursery to dth grade 54 756 +i-4 730
Sthoand Bth grade 204 150 +1-6 973
Tth and Sth grade 103,825 +1-5,774
Sth grade 89,975 +1-4 TE1
10th grade 54,949 +1-4 274
11th grade 80,289 +1-5 536
12th grade, no diploma 95153 +i-4 23
High =chool graduate (includes equivalency) F37 E00 +-13,771
Some college, less than 1 year 169,11 +i-6,852
Some college, 1 or more years, no degree 400,722 +i-9,780
Azzociate's dedgree 236,045 +i-7 459
Bachelor's degree 287,710 +i-11,190
Master's degree 189,526 +i-7 329
Profezzional school degree a7 425 +i-3,912
Doctorate degree 23,899 +i-2 475
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Figure 2 is a screenshot of the American FactFinder
data sets page. This page lists the specific ACS data
sets (for example, 2007 ACS or 2005-2007 ACS) and

the associated ACS data products. Some of these prod-
ucts are described in greater detail below.

Figure 2. ACS Data Sets Page

[AC5) are scheduled to be released in September.

0 Explain Table and Map Formats

Rico Community Suryvey

MAPS

TOOLS AND or more

REFERENCES
Explain 1-year vs. 3-vear estimates

* Puerto Rico 2007 ACS release schedule
Community Survey
« Annual Population
Estimates
« Economic Census 2007 2005-2007 American Community Survey 3-Year
» Annual Economic Estimates
Surveys
DOWNLOAD CENTER .

Data from the American Community Survey and the Puerto

o Colected during calendar years 2005, 2006 and 2007
®  Available for geographic areas with populstions of 20,000

Rico Community Suryey

or more

Explain 1-year vs. 3-year

* 2007 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates

& Data from the American Community Survey and the Puerto

o Collected during calendar year 2007
® Awailable for geographic areas with populstions of 65,000

Select fram the following:

Data Profiles

Comparison Profiles
Selected Population Profiles
Eanking Tables

Subiect Tables
Detailed Tables

Geographic Comparison Tahles

Custom Tahle

e Data profiles are preformatted reports summariz-
ing characteristics for selected areas. They are simi-
lar to the data profiles provided for Census 2000
data. For all areas meeting the required population
thresholds, one can find data profile reports sum-
marizing information on the following topics, as
well as others. Narrative profiles can be accessed
from these data profiles and provide information
in a user-friendly text and graphic format that puts
various topics found in the data profile into words
for the general user.

o Social: education, marital status, household
type, grandparents

o Economic: income, employment, occupation,
commuting

o0 Housing: housing value, owner/renter, mort-
gage status

o Demographic: age, sex, race, Hispanic origin

e Selected population profiles summarize basic
data for a generous list of race, Hispanic origin, and
ancestry groups. For example, a user could quickly
access a report summarizing the characteristics
of people who marked both White and Asian in
responding to the race question. Beginning in 2008,
these selected population profiles will include coun-
try of birth.

8 What the Business Community Needs to Know

i Enter a tahle number

e Comparison profiles make it easy to compare
data for 2 sequential years. They are new in 2007
and will present 2006 ACS and 2007 ACS estimates
and display the results of statistical testing to
assess if the di erences in these 2 years are statisti-
cally di erent.

e Ranking tables allow users to rank states (plus the
District of Columbia and Puerto Rico) on key charac-
teristics. For example, a financial services company
that organizes sales territories by groups of states
might rank states on variables such as percent of
households with retirement income or the median
value of owner-occupied housing units.

e Subject tables provide expanded detail in tables
arranged by subject. For example, a business tar-
geting a Spanish-speaking clientele could define the
area of interest and then choose among a variety of
tables presenting data related to language spoken
at home.

e Detailed tables provide the most detailed informa-
tion on all ACS subjects for all geographic levels.
Users can think of these tables as similar to those
from the Census 2000 Summary Files (such as SF1
and SF3).
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e Geographic comparison tables complement
the ranking tables by providing data with more
geographic detail. For example, if the business
described above is surprised by Florida’s ranking
on median home value, it can run a geographic
comparison table to see how median value is dis-
tributed across the state’s counties.

e Thematic maps present the state level informa-
tion from ranking tables on maps.

e The ACS Summary File (SF) includes all ACS
detailed tables for all published geographic levels.
Businesses that use large quantities of ACS data,
or that use ACS data in the development of nation-
wide marketing information products, may find
the Summary File the most e cient way to acquire
and store the ACS data they use. Unlike decennial
census products, which provide multiple summary
files (such as Summary Files 1, 2, 3, and 4), there is
only one ACS Summary File.

e Public Use Microdata Samples (PUMS) provide
anonymous respondent or record level data for a
sample of all housing units and residents of group
quarters interviewed by the ACS. To protect con-
fidentiality, PUMS data are not provided for small
areas—only for large areas known as Public Use
Microdata Areas (PUMASs). PUMASs have populations
of about 100,000. Because individual level res-
ponses are provided, PUMS enables users to gener-
ate tables that are not published by the Census
Bureau. For example, a research firm developing
weights for use in a survey of Asian householders
might need estimates of Asian householders by age
and place of birth for all states. The ACS detailed
tables do not provide this cross-tabulation, but the
research firm can produce it from the ACS PUMS
product. PUMS also provides the option of produc-
ing separate tables for people living in households
and people living in group quarters.

As with traditional census products, ACS PUMS data
involve a tradeo . PUMS data provide great flex-
ibility in data content—enabling users to build data
tables that are not available in the published data
products (such as the detailed tables). However,
the tradeo is that PUMS data provide much less
geographic detail than the published products.

How to Access ACS Data

e Custom tabulations are an option for users
needing data not provided by ACS detailed tables,
and which cannot be produced with PUMS. For
example, a publisher seeking to identify concentra-
tions of highly educated foreign-born women with
children might be disappointed to find that the ACS
does not provide a detailed table with this combi-
nation of characteristics. If the publisher needs the
data for counties or census tracts (to aggregate to
market areas), the data cannot be produced from
PUMS. A user in this situation can pay the Census
Bureau to produce a “custom tabulation” of the data
from the ACS detail files. Although attractive for
some users, this option involves time and expense.
The requested tabulation must be approved by the
Census Bureau’s Disclosure Review Board to ensure
that it does not put the confidentiality of individual
data at risk. To further guard against disclosure,
custom tabulation data are subject to rounding and
suppression.

Di erent ACS products will appeal to di erent busi-
nesses. Many ACS products function best as a lookup
tool. The user has a few areas in mind, wants specific
data and maps for those areas, and runs the relevant
ACS product. For example, a small Des Moines, lowa,
based retailer could go to the Census Bureau Web

site (see details below on how to access the Web site)
and obtain selected detailed tables, data profiles, and
subject tables for the Sioux City, Omaha, and Lincoln
metropolitan areas to determine which is the best
candidate for an initial expansion. However, companies
that need continuous and complex analyses of markets
across the United States would need to acquire large
volumes of ACS data—either from a download center
provided through American FactFinder or the ACS
Summary File. A real estate firm could download ACS
data every year to help monitor the demographics in a
large number of sites defined as aggregations of block
groups. A financial services provider with data on the
age and mortgage status of its customers might use
ACS PUMS data to build a model suggesting the likeli-
hood that its customers have children approaching col-
lege age. Another firm might use ACS data on housing
costs as a percent of income to identify neighborhoods
where homeowners face di culty in making house
payments.

It remains to be seen how private sector data firms will
provide and incorporate ACS data into their products,
but data already are available on the Census Bureau’s
Web site <www.census.gov>. On the Census Bureau
homepage, clicking “American Community Survey”

takes the data user to the ACS “main page,” which pro-
vides links to a wide range of information, from intro-
ductory material to product descriptions and release
schedules to in-depth explanations of topics including
data collection and error measures.

What the Business Community Needs to Know 9
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Once familiar with the ACS and its products, many
users will access ACS data through the American
FactFinder, the Census Bureau Web site’s function

for providing access to data products. The American
FactFinder main page can be accessed from the Census
Bureau Web site’s homepage or at <http://factfinder
.census.gov>.

Clicking on “Data Sets” and then on “American
Community Survey” opens a page where users choose
the desired ACS data set and specific data product
(such as detailed tables, ranking tables, subject tables,
thematic maps). Figure 2 displays the 2007 Data Sets
page. Note that the user by default is directed to the

most recent data set. In this example, the 2005-2007
ACS 3-year estimates are shown as the default. This is
what users will see when these 3-year estimates are
released in December 2008. Using the radio buttons,
users can change this selection to another data set
including the 2007 ACS 1-year estimates or 1-year
estimates for 2005 or 2006. Depending on the product
selected, the user is then prompted for the specific
geographic area of interest and the specific table or

a keyword or subject in order to search for a table.
Figure 3 is a screenshot of the page within American
FactFinder that prompts the user to identify the geo-
graphic area.

Figure 3. Selecting Geographies in American FactFinder

Select Geography

W Choose a selection method

You are here: Main b Data Sets b Data Sets with Detailzd Tables » Geography F Tables b Resuls
2006 American Community Survey, Detailed Tables

geo within geo

O Explsin Census Geography | @B here are Geooraphic Componerts (Urban and Rural?

B Select 2 geographic type

| ..... County

B Select 3 state
“irginia -

Fauquier Caunty
Frederick County
Harnptan city
Hanower County
Henrico County
Loudoun County
Lynchburg city

=l [(Mapr ]

B Solect one or more geographic areas and click Hdd’

Explain Mizsing Geodgraphies

—

Current geography selections:

Remowve
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Dowynioad data for more than 7,000
geographic areas using the Download Certer
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See below for a step-by-step example of how to access an ACS table from the American FactFinder.

To retrieve an ACS Detailed Table, follow the steps below.

In this example, you will retrieve a place of birth table for Bexar County, Texas, from the 2006 ACS.

The American FactFinder is most useful as a way to
quickly look up a few ACS estimates for a few areas,
but it is not practical for applications requiring large
volumes of data for large numbers of small areas—
such as income, education, and language data for all
block groups nationwide. Users who need large quanti-
ties of ACS data may want to acquire the ACS Summary

Go to the Census Bureau’s Web site <www.census.gov>.

Click on “American FactFinder.”

Under “Getting Detailed Data,” select “American Community Survey — get data.”
Under “Data Sets,” select “2006 American Community Survey.”

Select “Detailed Tables.”

Under “Select a geographic type,” select “County.”

At the prompt, select “Texas” and then “Bexar County.”

Click “Add” to place this county in the selection box.

Click “Next.”

Search by “Subject” (for example, search under social characteristics—birthplace, nativity,
and year of entry) or “Keyword” (for example, place of birth) to find the specific table.
Select “Table BO5002. Place of Birth by Citizenship Status.”

Click “Add” to place the table in the selection box.

Click “Show Result” to view the table (see table below).

Figure 4. Example 1

BO5002. Place of Birth by Citizenship Status
2006 American Community Survey

Bexar County, Texas
Eztimate  |Margin of Error

Total: 1,555,592 ik
Mative: 1,370,707 +1-9,754
Born in state of residence 1,003 052 +i-13,290
Born in other state inthe United States: | 335171 +i-9.407
Mortheast 47 349 +1-3,308
Michwest 99,243 +1-5 644
South 101,72 +1-7 715
West 86,555 +I-6 768G
Born outzide the United States: 32454 +i-3,030
Puerto Rico ¥ a87 +i-2,195
S Izland Areas 1,043 +i-551
Born abroad of American parent(s) 24 045 +i-2 372
Fareign barn: 184 535 +i-9,754
Maturalized U5, citizen GG 924 +i-4.110
Mot & U5, citizen 117 961 +1-5 600

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006 American FactFinder, accessed at <http://factfinder.census.gov>.

File (available for download from the Census Bureau’s
Web site). Like the Census 2000 Summary Files, the
ACS Summary File provides a large number of data

As an alternative to the Summary File, users who know
the specific tables and geographic levels they want can
go to the “Download Center,” which lists ACS and other
data products available for download from the Census
Bureau’s Web site. For example, a business needing
home value data for all counties could download the
data to a file as described in the example below.

tables for a range of geographic levels.
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To download an ACS table from the Download Center, follow the steps below.

In this example, you will download a file providing home value for all counties based on the 2006

ACS.

- Go to the Census Bureau's Web site <www.census.gov>.

- Click on “American FactFinder.”
- Click on “Download Center.”

- Under “Select a Data Set,” select “2006 American Community Survey.”

- Under “Select a Geographic Summary Level,” select “All Counties.”

- For “Select a Download Method,” use the default option—“Selected Detailed Tables.”

- Click “Go.”

- Search by “Subject” (for example, Housing Characteristics—Value of Home) or “Keyword” (for

example, home value) to find the specific table.

- Select “Table B25075. Value for Owner-Occupied Housing Units.”

- Click “Add” to place the table in the selection box.

- Click “Next.”

- Click “Start Download” to initiate the download.

Downloaded files make it easier to use ACS data for
large numbers of small area geographies but leave it to
users to aggregate the data according to their inter-
ests. Some businesses may find it more convenient to
acquire ACS data for aggregations from private suppli-
ers, whose products are geared to dissemination for
user-defined areas.

Note—ACS PUMS files are not available at the Down-
load Center. To download ACS PUMS products, go to

the ACS main page and using the Access Data tab,
access the PUMS products link. Once you select the
specific PUMS files of interest, you can download the
PUMS data and view documentation. A page opens that
prompts you to select specifications for the PUMS data
to be downloaded. For more information about using
PUMS data, refer to the handbook in this series for
PUMS data users.

Confidentiality, Statistical Reliability, and
the Reporting of ACS Data

The Census Bureau has indicated that Census 2000
long-form products can be used as a guide to the data
that will be reported from the ACS and their geo-
graphic levels. Tables such as Households by Income,
which Census 2000 reported for block groups, will be
reported for block groups in the ACS. Tables such as
Ancestry that were reported only at the census tract
level will be limited to tract data in the ACS.

Confidentiality

Like the decennial census, the ACS is a mandatory
survey, with response required by law. Like the census,
the same law that requires response mandates that
these responses be kept confidential. Individual data
from the ACS are not shared with anyone outside the
Census Bureau and the Census Bureau takes great care
to prevent the disclosure of information on individual
respondents through released ACS data products.

12 What the Business Community Needs to Know

Similar to the census, the ACS prevents disclosure

by not reporting data for individuals and households
but by releasing aggregate statistics for geographic
areas. The one exception is the Public Use Microdata
Samples (PUMS) product, which provides a sample of
individual level records but preserves confidentiality by
not identifying their detailed geographic location. The
individual level data reported on PUMS files are anony-
mous—no names or addresses are identified, and data
are reported only for large Public Use Microdata Areas
(PUMAS). Since PUMASs have a minimum population of
100,000, one knows little about where these respon-
dents live, and confidentiality is well protected.

The Census Bureau also guards against the risk of
disclosing individual information in aggregated data.
Rare characteristics are “swapped” from one geogra-
phy to another to add uncertainty. ACS block group
data reflect only a sample of people living in the block
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group over a 5-year period, so the identity of individu-
als—even those with rare characteristics—is very well
protected by this disclosure avoidance process.

Statistical Reliability and the Reporting of ACS
Data

The ACS also limits the release of some data on the
basis of expected sampling error (see discussion of
sampling error below). Two versions of many of the
detailed tables have been designed and are produced—
a table that shows the information in full detail, and a
version with fewer categories, known as a collapsed
version. The 1-year and 3-year ACS tables are subject
to a test of statistical reliability. For a given geographic
area, if a table does not pass the reliability test, a col-
lapsed version of the table that reports fewer catego-
ries may be provided. If the collapsed table fails to
pass the reliability test, the data are not reported for
that geographic area.

For example, the full Household Income table reports
16 categories of income and is illustrated in Figure 5
with estimates reflecting 2006 ACS data for the nation.

If, for a smaller area, the full table does not pass the
reliability check, data would be provided only for the
collapsed version of the table shown in Figure 6 (again
shown with national level data) that reports only 10

Figure 5. Example of a Full Detailed Table

—2006 Households by Income,

categories of income—as long as this table passes the
reliability check. When the full detailed table passes,
the collapsed version of the table is also published.

One might expect the reliability checks to have an
especially severe impact on the 5-year data, which are
released for small areas, but the 5-year data are not
subject to reliability tests or to collapsing or suppres-
sion. The reason is that the 5-year data are regarded as
the primary ACS products for long-form replacement,
and it is understood that aggregations to user-defined
areas require the provision of all building-block geog-
raphies, regardless of reliability.

Collapsing and suppression may make the 1-year and
3-year data di cult for some users, as availability may
not be consistent. For example, a business examining
income by age of householder for a set of cities may
find that the data are suppressed for some, and that
only the collapsed data are available for others. Year-
to-year disruptions can be expected, as an area might
pass the reliability test in some years but not others. In
rare cases, the data for a specific city might be pro-
vided 1 year, suppressed the next, provided in col-
lapsed form the following year, and then released in
full form the year after that.

For applications requiring the availability of all tables
for all areas in all release years, users should look to
the 5-year ACS data.

Figure 6. Example of a Collapsed Detailed
Table—2006 Households by Income,

U.S. Total
United States

E=timate Margin of Errar

Total: 111 617 402 +1-145 530
Lezs than $10,000 8,595 696 +1-49 557
10,000 10 14,999 5,639,877 +1-39 263
F15,00010 $19,999 G222 117 +1-35 960
F20,000 10 $24 999 5,499 511 +1-39,220
F25,000 10 $29 999 6,162,001 +1-353 073
F30,000 0 $34 999 5,254 521 +1-40 742
F35,000 0 $39,999 5,733,333 +1-35 614
40,000 10 $44 999 5,699 321 +1-35 266
F45,000 10 $49 999 5,075,803 +1-33,389
F50,000 1o $59 999 9 455,003 +1-46 546
F60,000 10 $74 999 11 756 586 +1-50 GE66
F75,000 10 $99 999 13,214 551 +1-53, 754
F100,000t0 $124999| 7833973 +1-46 011
F125000t0 $149999( 4 230233 +1-29 373
F150,000t0 $199999( 35951 276 +1-25 559
200,000 or more 3,817,000 +1-23 780

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006 American FactFinder, accessed at
<http://factfinder.census.gov>.

U.S. Total
United States

E=timate Margin of Errar

Total: 111 617 402 +1-145 530
Less than 10,000 8,595 696 +1-49 557
F10,000 to $14 5999 5,639,877 +1-39 263
F15,000 to $24 599 12721 628 +1-53 419
F25,000 to $34 5999 12 446 522 +1-51 903
F35,000 to $49 595 16,511 457 +I-67 757
50,000 to 74 5999 21 22 539 +1-74 063
F75,000 to 99 5999 13,214 551 +1-53, 754
F100.000to $149 999 | 12164 206 +1-52 ME
F150,000t0 $199 999 | 3951 276 +1-25 559
F200,000 or more 3,817,000 +1-23 780

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006 American FactFinder, accessed at
<http://factfinder.census.gov>.
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Accuracy of ACS Data

ACS data are estimates and are subject to error and
uncertainty. This is nothing new, as previous census
long-form data were also estimates. However, the
frequent releases with annual fluctuations, and the
widespread use of ACS data make it especially impor-
tant that users understand the nature and degree of
error that can be involved.

Error occurs when the characteristics described by a
survey di er from those of the actual population. For
example, the ACS might indicate that a county has a
median household income of $49,500 when the actual
median is $48,200. Because the actual median is
unknown, there is no way to know exactly how much
the survey estimate di ers from the truth, but there
are ways to estimate the amount of error one could
expect in ACS estimates.

All estimates, including those from the ACS, are sub-
ject to two major types of error—sampling error and
nonsampling error.

Sampling error results when estimates for an
entire population are based on information gath-
ered from a sample or portion of that population.
Despite e orts to collect data from a sample that
is representative of the whole population, sample
results will always di er somewhat from those
that would be obtained by interviewing everyone.
Sampling error is the only source of error that
can be easily quantified and thus reported in the
margins of error shown in ACS data products.

Nonsampling error results from all other sources
and would exist even if information were col-
lected from the entire population. For example, a
respondent might—intentionally or unintention-
ally—inaccurately report their age, income, occu-
pation, or educational attainment. Or they might
provide their best guess of the year their hous-
ing unit was built. Nonsampling error also can
result from nonresponse. A person who declines
to report their “means of transportation to work”
might have a “Drove alone” response imputed,
when in fact they ride a bicycle to work. Addi-
tional error can result from the process of con-
trolling ACS responses to reflect the Census
Bureau's independent county population and
housing estimates. If the Census Bureau esti-
mates a county’s population to be 127,400, but
in reality it is 125,100, the error in the population
estimate contributes additional error to ACS esti-
mates. As noted earlier, measures of nonsampling
error are not included in the margins of error
displayed with ACS estimates. See Appendix 6 for
further detail on nonsampling error.

14 What the Business Community Needs to Know

The precise error in specific ACS estimates is never
known, as it is not possible to measure the accuracy
of each individual response, the error of the Census
Bureau population estimates used as controls, or the
error introduced by a specific sample of the popu-
lation. However, there are formulas for estimating
sampling error, which is larger for small samples, and
would be zero if the sample included all people and
households. Nonsampling error is harder to measure,
and important information on nonsampling error is
provided on the ACS Web site—under “Quality Mea-
sures” <http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData
/sse/> and “Accuracy of the Data” <http://www
.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/Accuracy/Accuracyl
.htm>.

When considering sampling error, statisticians think
not of the error of a single sample but of the distri-
bution of errors that one would expect if we could
complete many surveys based on many samples of

a given size for the area in question. In general, the
larger the sample, the smaller the expected sampling
error. So, for a county of 100,000 households, samples
of 20,000 households would produce estimates with
less sampling error than samples of 10,000 house-
holds. A specific sample of 20,000 households might
find that 40 percent are families with children. Because
we do not know the actual percent for this county, we
do not know how much the 40 percent estimate (from
this sample) is in error. However, one can estimate

the “standard error” expected for samples of 20,000
households out of 100,000.

Based on the “standard deviation” measure that users
may recall from statistics courses, the standard error
describes how often estimates based on a given sam-
ple size are likely to di er by specific amounts from
the actual values they seek to measure. Again, the
larger the sample, the smaller the expected error. See
Appendix 3 for more detailed descriptions of sampling
error and the derivation of sampling error measures.

The Census Bureau computes standard errors for all
ACS estimates and reports them on ACS products as
the easier to interpret “margins of error.” These mar-
gins of error reflect a 90-percent confidence level and
are easily translated into confidence intervals around
the ACS estimates. For example, if a median estimate
of $48,200 has a margin of error of plus or minus
$1,000, there is a 90 percent likelihood that the actual
(but unknown) median income is between $47,200
and $49,200. We would have greater confidence in this
estimate than a median income estimate of $48,200
for another county where the margin of error is plus or
minus $1,500.
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The Census Bureau recommends that users take note
of the margins of error reported with ACS data to guard
against drawing erroneous conclusions. For example,
before committing to build a store that sells upscale
merchandise, a business might require that the metro-
politan market have at least 50,000 households with
incomes over $75,000 and a householder over age 55.
The most recent ACS estimate might indicate 53,000
such households in a market but with a margin of error
of +/- 5,000. In other words, there is a 90 percent
chance that the observed estimate of 53,000 target
households is within 5,000 of the actual number. The
actual number could be less than 50,000, so the busi-
ness must consider this level of uncertainty in deciding
whether or not to establish a store in this market.

The margins of error reported with ACS data can alert
users to high levels of uncertainty, identifying where
they should be especially cautious in drawing conclu-
sions. However, low margins of error do not guarantee
high accuracy. In the hypothetical market described
above, if the estimate of 53,000 target households was
associated with a margin of error of +/- 500, a busi-
ness might feel highly confident that the real number is
above the 50,000 minimum they require. Users should
keep in mind that unmeasured nonsampling error is
another source of uncertainty.

While it is important that users keep the uncertain-
ties of ACS data in mind, they should not despair over
them. Census long-form data have always had both
sampling and nonsampling error, and businesses have
long put these data to e ective use without knowledge
of the level of error. While there are multiple sources

Single-Year and Multiyear

of potential error, they are not necessarily cumula-
tive. In some areas, these errors may o set each other
to produce more accurate estimates. For example,
sampling error might result in the under-estimation of
a county’s foreign-born population, but this error could
be o set if the data are controlled to a county popula-
tion estimate that is too high. But while it is important
to understand that sampling and nonsampling errors
can o set, it is a chance occurrence that one cannot
count on.

Users might also consider if ACS period estimates
based on the 2-month residence rule might impair
their usefulness for applications that require estimates
approximating a single point in time and reflecting cen-
sus residence rules. For many applications, businesses
may find these di erences to be inconsequential, but
for others they could be a factor for businesses to
consider. Even if sampling and nonsampling error could
be eliminated, users would still have to determine the
extent to which ACS estimates are well-suited for their
applications.

Businesses that use ACS data aggregated to custom
geographic areas might seek confirmation that error
levels for these aggregations are substantially lower
than for the block groups from which they were built.
The Census Bureau has provided formulas for calculat-
ing the margins of error for such aggregations. The
formulas are reasonably straightforward, but some care
is required, as there are separate formulas for data that
are aggregate counts, proportions, ratios, or medians.
The formulas are provided and described in Appendix 3.

Period Estimates

Period Versus Point-in-Time Estimates

Although census long-form data were collected over
several months of nonresponse follow-up, they have
been used as approximate “snapshots” of April 1 of
the census year. In contrast, the ACS provides “period
estimates” reflecting data collected over periods of 1,
3, and 5 years.

Single-year estimates are based on data collected over
a particular calendar year. The di erence with tradi-

tional census data is illustrated by the data below,
which show the monthly fluctuation in percent of the
population in the labor force for a hypothetical town.

Traditional census data, focused on April 1, would
report 60 percent of the town’s population in the labor
force. However, a 1-year period estimate averages data
across all 12 months to an estimate of about 45 per-
cent—a perfectly valid period estimate but a percent-
age that is not observed for any one month during the
year. Actual ACS 1-year estimates are more complex

Table 4. Period Estimates Example—Percent of Population in the Labor Force

Month

Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. May Jun.
20 20 40 60 60 60

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Artificial Data.

Jul. Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec.
60 60 60 50 30 20
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than this simple average, but these hypothetical data
illustrate how period estimates di er from point-in-
time estimates.

ACS 3-year and 5-year estimates are produced in a
similar manner. Data obtained from 3 years of inter-
views and 5 years of interviews are combined into a
single data set and reweighted. They are not averages
of the 1-year estimates that were produced for those
years. These new combined estimates are controlled to
the average of the Census Bureau’s most recent popula-
tion estimates for the years in the period.

Further descriptions of ACS single-year and multiyear
estimates are provided in Appendix 1.

Transition to Period Estimates

As users transition from traditional census data to
ACS period estimates, some key di erences will be
encountered. The ACS often presents users with a
choice between 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year estimates.
For small areas, only 5-year estimates are released,
but for larger areas, each annual release will provide
1-year, 3-year, and 5-year estimates. For example, in
2010, there will be three sets of commuting data for
San Diego County—1-year estimates for 2009, 3-year
estimates reflecting 2007-2009, and 5-year estimates
for the period 2005-2009. Users must decide which is
the most appropriate for their application.

In making this choice, users should consider the trade-
0 between currency and reliability. The 1-year esti-
mates for an area tend to have higher sampling error
than the 3- and 5-year estimates for that area because
they are based on only 1 year of data collection (i.e., a
smaller sample). But currency is enhanced because that
1 year is the most recent year. In contrast, the 3-year
and 5-year estimates for an area have larger samples
and lower sampling error than the 1-year estimates for
that area, but they are less current because the larger
samples draw from data collected in earlier years.

Consider this trade-o as faced by a small packaged
goods business whose products target households
with young children. The year is 2010, and the com-
pany seeks to expand to metropolitan markets in
Indiana. For the large Indianapolis market and a com-
mon characteristic such as presence of young children,
1-year data reflecting 2009 might be preferred because
they are the most recent and su ciently reliable. For
smaller markets, such as Muncie, the company might
want the added reliability of the 3-year estimates, even
though they reflect data collected as far back as 2007.
Even in Indianapolis, the company might prefer 3-year
or 5-year estimates if the target is smaller populations,
such as households with young children and an Asian
householder.
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No absolutes dictate when 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year
data would be preferred, but the margins of error
provided with ACS data will help our hypothetical pack-
aged goods company weigh its options in the trade-o
between currency and reliability. If the company needs
to compare Indianapolis to Muncie and other potential
markets, it must be careful to use consistent data. If
3-year estimates are used for Muncie and other smaller
markets, they should be compared with 3-year esti-
mates for Indianapolis. Comparisons of 1-year data

for the large market with 3-year data for the smaller
market, could lead to erroneous conclusions.

Users also might consider the benefits of examining all
three estimates—the 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year esti-
mates. If all three point to the same conclusion, con-
fidence in the related business decision is increased,
but if the estimates suggest di erent conclusions, this
may signal the need for caution and further investiga-
tion. Similar to getting a second and third opinion on a
medical diagnosis, cross-checking multiple ACS esti-
mates allows thoroughness that was not an option with
the one-number long-form census data.

Regardless of which sets of ACS estimates are chosen,
the interpretation of period estimates can be a chal-
lenge—especially for the 3-year and 5-year multiyear
estimates. The ACS provides one number for each
multiyear estimate, but this one number does not
reflect one point in time. A 5-year estimate of house-
holds with children (based on data from 2005 through
2009) does not reflect this characteristic for 2005,
2007, 2009, or any single year. It is probably best to
think of this estimate as the average over the period
from 2005 through 2009. If a characteristic is chang-
ing at a steady pace, the average for that area might
be a reasonable estimate for the middle year (2007 in
this example) but if the percentage was stable through
2008 and changed only in 2009, the average would not
be a good estimate for 2007. One cannot generically
describe 5-year estimates as reflecting the middle year
of data collection and in fact should never be used to
describe a particular year—only a period of time.

For example, in 2010, if a business needs to know the
percent of households with children for aggregations
of block groups, and the estimates have to be for the
year 2009, the ACS will not provide such estimates.
Aggregations of block groups require 5-year esti-
mates, which at that time, will reflect data collected
from 2005-2009. However, if the business needs to
know which of these market areas have had—in recent
years—the highest percent of households with chil-
dren, the ACS will answer that question very well.

See Appendix 1 for further guidance on the use of ACS
single-year and multiyear data.
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Tracking Change With ACS estimates

Tracking change with ACS data requires care. Changes
in 1-year estimates are relatively straightforward, but
users need to watch margins of error closely to dis-
tinguish actual change from sampling variability or
“noise.” For example, if the 2006 ACS reports that a
county had a median household income of $53,000
(with a margin of error of +/- $1,200) and the 2007
ACS reports a median of $51,900 in 2007 (margin of
error +/- $1,100), is the county really experiencing a
decline in income, or might the decline be a function of
sampling variability? The ACS estimate alone does not
provide a definitive answer, but the margins of error
can be used to make this determination. To assist users
in tracking change, the Census Bureau will provide
Comparison Profiles for all areas receiving

1-year estimates. Beginning with the 2007 ACS prod-
ucts, the Comparison Profile will provide data for
multiple years (one column per year), with asterisks
identifying changes that are statistically significant at
the 90-percent confidence level.

Tracking change with multiyear estimates is more
complicated because the data overlap for successive
years. For example, 5-year estimates released in 2010
will reflect data collected from 2005 though 2009, and
5-year estimates released the following year will reflect
data collected from 2006 through 2010. Both estimates
share data collected in 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009.
Put another way, only about 1/5, or 20 percent, of the
data in the “new” estimate is really new.

For this reason, change is best-measured using esti-
mates reflecting nonoverlapping time periods. For
example, 5-year estimates based on data collected
during the period 2005 through 2009 (and released in
2010) are best compared with 5-year estimates based
on data collected during the period 2010 through 2014
(and released in 2015).

Many businesses will not want to wait 5 years to
measure change based on 5-year estimates. Such busi-
nesses should keep in mind that census long-form data
required a wait of 10 years, and that once the initial
pair of nonoverlapping 5-year ACS estimates becomes
available (when the 2015 release can be compared with
the 2010), a new pair will follow every year. Five-year
estimates released in 2016 can be compared with
2011; those released in 2017 can be compared with
2012, and so on.

One could argue that year-to-year di erences in multi-
year estimates provide potentially useful information,
and the Census Bureau acknowledges that a series

of overlapping estimates can smooth out short-term
fluctuations that can obscure longer-term trends. The
key is interpreting the data correctly and with realistic
expectations. For example, a business might watch
annual changes in 5-year data on the Spanish-speaking
population to see which of its trade areas are stable,
and which are growing with respect to this character-
istic. Understanding that these are annual changes in
5-year averages, the business realizes that it is not
pinpointing exact rates of change but rather getting
valuable information on the overall pattern of change
that the census long-form data could not provide.

The complications described above illustrate why users
will have to take care in transitioning to ACS data. But
while ACS data require that users become knowledge-
able about some issues, the payo is frequent updates
to a wide range of information. In the absence of the
ACS, the hypothetical companies described above
would have had to rely on 10-year old data from
Census 2000, and patterns of change limited to the
10-year span between censuses.

Appendix 4 provides additional detail on comparisons

of ACS data—both with other data sources and across
time periods.
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ACS Data and Business Applications

The ACS data are intended to take the place of census
long-form data, so the suitability of ACS data for busi-
ness applications is similar to the suitability of census
long-form data.

Businesses with occasional or limited data needs will
be well served by the prepackaged ACS data products
on the Census Bureau Web site, while large scale users
may prefer to acquire ACS summary files or download
detailed tables. Users also can expect to acquire ACS
data in value-added form from private suppliers.

For many business applications, the focus is not on
the ACS data themselves but on marketing products
built from them. For example, a business may be less
interested in the ACS estimates of income and age of
householder than in the estimates of sales potential
for products (such as consumer electronics) that are
derived from them. Whatever the channel for acquir-
ing ACS data, and whether the focus is on ACS data or
derived products, business users should be aware of
the nature of ACS data.

The fact that the ACS has a smaller sample and larger
sampling error than the Census 2000 long-form sample
is important to business users, who typically need data
for very small areas. The suitability of ACS data for
these businesses depends on the application and the
level of accuracy required. An important distinction is
between applications that use small area data as build-
ing blocks to larger areas and those that focus on the
characteristics of a specific small area.

Using ACS Data as Building Blocks for Larger
Geographic Areas

Applications that use small areas as building blocks to
business-specific trade areas should be well served by
ACS data. Companies may use data supplied by private
organizations to examine demographic data for custom
areas such as 3-mile radii around store locations,
20-minute drive times to bank branches, or telecom-
munications service areas. The private suppliers’ sys-
tems build aggregations from block groups, and even
when ACS estimates for individual block groups have
large errors, aggregations to larger areas will reduce
sampling error to lower levels.

Using ACS Data for Small Geographic Areas

While aggregations have always been the best way to
use small area census data (including long-form data),
some businesses have used data for individual block
groups or defined markets consisting of one or a few
block groups. For example, a fast food business might
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consider the size and characteristics of the population
in a 3-block group area to be critical to the success of
a location. However, ACS age, income, and employ-
ment data may be too uncertain to support a deci-
sion to establish a franchise at that location. Indeed,
census long-form data may have had too much error
for this application as well. But with the ACS, the user
can examine the margins of error reported for the
three block groups (and calculate the margin of error
for the aggregation) to gauge the level of uncertainty
involved.

There also is a history of businesses using block
group characteristics as a proxy for data on individual
consumers. A publisher might have the name, address,
and billing history of current subscribers to one maga-
zine but need to append income, presence of children,
and education data to these subscriber records to
target prospects for a new publication. Because each
subscriber’s address corresponds to a block group,
the publisher might infer these characteristics on a
probability basis based on the characteristics of the
block groups where subscribers live. This approach

is error prone even if block group data are perfectly
accurate, and the error associated with census or ACS
data adds considerable uncertainty. For these reasons,
many businesses tap the resources of household level
databases that are available from commercial suppli-
ers. These databases have their own errors and often
limited content, so the temptation to use the charac-
teristics of individual block groups persists.

From a statistical perspective, applications of this
type appear reckless. The ACS might indicate that 58
percent of households in a block group have a child
when the (unknown) reality is only 29 percent. Clearly,
it would be a mistake to market to this block group as
one with many children. But marketing e orts are not
confined to a single block group, and a business might
conclude that, across thousands of block groups,
inferences of this type might work well enough often
enough to outperform alternatives such as targeting
based on county data or untargeted blanket mailings.
It is up to individual businesses to know the require-
ments of their applications and the limitations of ACS
data before committing to applications of this type.

Using Data on ZIP Codes

ZIP Code data are widely used by businesses and merit
a special note. First, even though the Census Bureau
plans to provide ACS data for ZIP Code Tabulation
Areas (see the description of ZCTAs above), annual
updates to ZCTA definitions are said to be unlikely. For
this reason, ZIP Code estimates produced by private
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suppliers are likely to have a strong following. Second,
while some proprietary ZIP Code data are aggregations
from household level records (such as customer data-
bases), private suppliers will have to aggregate ACS
data to ZIP Codes from the block groups for which

they are reported. Most ZIP Codes will benefit from the
reduced error of block group aggregation, but some are
very small, and will have high levels of sampling error.

Using Data on Population and Housing Counts

Many businesses, such as commercial developers, seek
areas of rapid population growth for their untapped
potential and attractive demographics. Such users need
to understand that the ACS is not about population
counts but rather the characteristics of the population,
households, and housing.

At the county level and above, ACS population and
housing totals are forced to agree with the Census
Bureau’s population and housing estimates. Below the

county level, the Census Bureau’s Master Address File
(MAF) determines the distribution of sampled addresses
but not the final housing or population totals. For
example, the MAF count might reflect a block group’s
recent growth from 200 addresses in 2005 to 2,000
addresses in 2009, but the 5-year estimate will reflect
addresses sampled over the 5-year period, including
years when the address count was much lower. The
resulting housing and population totals are further
decreased or increased as they are weighted for consis-
tency with the Census Bureau’s county population and
housing estimates.

ACS housing and population totals derive less from the
survey itself, than from the Census Bureau’s Population
Estimates Program since the Census Bureau’s estimates
of population by race/ethnicity and age are used as
controls. For data on housing and population totals, or
for age, sex, race, and Hispanic ethnicity, the Census
Bureau recommends using data from the Census
Bureau’s Population Estimates Program.

Implications for Private Sector Value Added Products

Since the 1970s, a number of firms have functioned
as census data intermediaries—processing and provid-
ing data in value-added forms convenient to business
users. These data companies often provide more

than census data, but for decades, their census-based
products have operated on a 10-year cycle coinciding
with the decennial census. With each new census, they
reconfigure their data reporting, consumer segmenta-
tion, mapping, and other products to incorporate the
new census data and geography. Private data sources
and industry-specific geography are always changing,
but census data and geography have provided a fixed
foundation for a 10-year period.

The transition to the ACS will a ect the data industry’s
cycle for census-based products. The ACS now will
update demographic, socioeconomic, and housing
characteristics every year. It remains to be seen exactly
how private suppliers will incorporate the torrent of
new data into their product o erings.

It also remains to be seen if, in reporting ACS data,

the data companies will include the margins of error.

If there is demand among business users, there will

be incentive to provide margins of error, but for some
providers, the massive increase in database size (pro-
viding another number with every number) may be an
obstacle. Private companies must decide whether to
report the ACS’s published margins of error and wheth-
er to build into their products the ability to calculate
margins of error for ACS data that users may aggregate
to custom geographic areas.

The private data companies produce small area esti-
mates and projections of population and household
totals, as well as characteristics, such as age, race, and
income. They produce these estimates for all block
groups nationwide, once per year, and in some cases,
once per quarter. But as ambitious as the suppliers’

e orts have been, they have not typically attempted
estimates of characteristics such as education, occupa-
tion, language, disability, commuting, and many others
formerly provided by the census long form. With the
ACS releasing new block-group level data for these
items every year, private suppliers will be challenged
to incorporate them into their products. In doing so,
they will have to decide whether to provide the 5-year
period estimates “as is,” or attempt to project the data
forward to something reflecting more conventional
“current year” point-in-time estimates.

The suppliers also will have to consider the impact of
the ACS on the update schedule for neighborhood level
segmentation systems. Although somewhat overshad-
owed in recent years by segmentation systems based
on household-level proprietary sources, the “geodemo-
graphic” systems remain popular for some applications.
These systems assign block groups to “lifestyle clusters”
defined on block group census data. The assignment

of block groups to the lifestyle segments can change
during the decade based on private data sources, or
estimates, but the segments themselves are typically
defined once a decade following the release of new cen-
sus data. With the annual release of ACS characteristics
data for block groups, data companies can reconsider
the frequency with which it makes sense to update
geodemographic segmentation products.
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