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Different Types of Comparisons

1) Comparisons within the same time period

2) Comparisons across time
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1) Comparisons within the same time period 
(e.g., 2007 ACS or 2005-2007 ACS) 

-- Across geographies 
-- Across demographic categories
-- Across geography and demographic categories
-- See examples in next slides
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Comparison within Same Time Period:  
Example of Ranking Table for States
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Comparison within Same Time Period:  Percent Owner-
Occupied Units for Race/Origin Groups based on 1-Year 
ACS Estimates, 2000 to 2007, Bronx County, NY
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2) Comparisons across time (measurement 
of change)

-- ACS to ACS
-- ACS to census
-- See examples in next slides
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Comparison across Time:  Example of 
Comparison Profile for Bronx County, NY
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Comparison Across Time:  Percent Owner-Occupied Units 
for Race/Origin Groups based on 1-Year ACS Estimates, 
2000 to 2007, Bronx County, NY
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Things to Consider in Making Comparisons

1) Testing for statistical significance
2) Type of estimate
3) Detail of comparisons
4) Comparisons to Census 2000 results
5) “Start-up” challenges
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1) Testing for Statistical Significance

-- Easier for ACS to ACS comparisons (MOEs are 
included with published ACS estimates)

-- More difficult for ACS to census comparisons 
(census MOEs need to be calculated and requires 
effort)

-- A good explanation of calculating census MOEs is 
found in forthcoming handbook on “What Users of 
Data for Rural Areas Need to Know”

-- Reliability check:  Use coefficient of variation to 
“standardize” MOEs for comparison
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2) Type of Estimate

-- Percent distributions (e.g., percent in poverty)

-- Levels (e.g., number of poor)

-- Comparison of levels may require more caution 
than comparison of percent distributions
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3) Detail of Comparisons (affects reliability)

-- Total population (larger samples and more reliability)
-- Demographic cross-classifications (smaller samples 

and less reliability) 
-- Determines ACS data sets to use (1, 3, 5-year)—as 

discussed in previous presentation
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4) Comparisons to Census 2000 Results

-- The comparability of the ACS and census must be 
considered. For guidance on the comparability of 
specific items, see

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/compACS.htm

-- The next two slides give an example of the 
information provided about making comparisons for 
specific items

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/compACS.htm�
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Comparison to Census 2000:  Extract from 
ACS Comparison Guidance
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ACS Comparison Guidance – “More Info”

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/compACS.htm
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5) “Start-up” challenges where measurement 
of change based on the ACS alone cannot be 
made (with 3-year and 5-year estimates)

-- Change should be based on nonoverlapping 
estimates; the first 3-year estimate comparisons will 
be 2008-2010 to 2005-2007 and the first 5-year 
estimate comparisons will be 2010-2014 to 2005-
2009)

-- But many users will not want to wait so long, so is 
there a compromise in working with overlapping 
multiyear estimates to assess change? 
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Comparisons of Estimates of Overlapping 
Periods

-- Hard to interpret;  OVERLAPPING MULTIYEAR 
ESTIMATES DO NOT MEASURE ANNUAL 
CHANGE

-- Difference determined by difference of non-
overlapping years (e.g., 2005-2007 compared to 
2006-2008--2006 and 2007 overlap, 2005 and 2008 
do not)

-- Requires adjustments in statistical testing (see 
Appendix 4 to the Compass Handbooks)

-- See examples in next slides
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Nonoverlapping 5-Year Multiyear Estimates:  
Example of 2005-2009 ACS and
2010-2014 ACS

   ACS Years
Period 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

2005-2009 X X X X X
2006-2010 X X X X X
2007-2011 X X X X X

2008-2012 X X X X X
2009-2013 X X X X X
2010-2014 X X X X X
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Overlapping 5-Year Multiyear Estimates:  
Example of 2005-2009 ACS and
2007-2011 ACS

   ACS Years
2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

2005-2009 X X X X X
2006-2010 X X X X X
2007-2011 X X X X X

2008-2012 X X X X X
2009-2013 X X X X X
2010-2014 X X X X X
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Working with Overlapping ACS Estimates

-- Good examples of use and interpretation of 
overlapping estimates in Compass Handbooks (see 
selected references)

-- We can “practice” with the use and understanding 
of overlapping ACS estimates by exploiting the 
growing times series of the ACS test sites (used for 
the Multiyear Estimates Study)

-- See example comparing overlapping ACS 
estimates and census benchmarks in next slide 
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Poverty Rates for the Asian Alone Population for Selected 
Counties:  Census Data (1990, 2000) and 5-Year ACS 
Estimates (1999-2003 and 2001-2005)
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Concluding observations

-- For demographers using detailed demographic data 
in their research, the 5-year ACS estimates will be 
the workhorse

-- Working with the data will help determine the proper 
balance

-- An updated Multiyear Estimates Study can provide a 
valuable “proving-ground” data source

-- Trends and demographic patterns will become more 
evident once we have a time series of ACS 
estimates;  just be patient!
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Selected References on Making Comparisons with 
ACS Estimates

1)  Guidance on Comparing ACS Data to Other Sources (including Census 
2000 data):

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/compACS.htm

2)  Information on multiyear estimates and examples comparing 1, 3, and 5-
year ACS estimates 

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/MYE_Guidelines.pdf

3)  Multiyear Estimates Study, which provides 1, 3, and 5-year ACS 
estimates for geographic areas in 34 ACS test counties for 1999-2005:

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/AdvMeth/Multi_Year_Estimates/overview.h
tml

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/compACS.htm�
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/MYE_Guidelines.pdf�
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/AdvMeth/Multi_Year_Estimates/overview.html�
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/AdvMeth/Multi_Year_Estimates/overview.html�


24

Selected References on Making Comparisons with 
ACS Estimates (continued)
Selected Compass Handbooks with Detailed Examples of Making 

Comparisons—

4)  What General Data Users Need to Know (see especially Case studies):
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/ACSGeneralHandbook.pdf

5)  What State and Local Governments Need to Know (see especially Case 
studies; gives example of overlapping estimates):

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/ACSstateLocal.pdf

6)  What Users of Data for Rural Areas Need to Know (forthcoming)

7)  See also Appendices accompanying each Handbook (especially 
Appendix 1 to 4)

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/ACSGeneralHandbook.pdf�
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/ACSstateLocal.pdf�
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J.Gregory Robinson
U.S. Census Bureau
j.gregory.robinson@census.gov
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