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American Community Survey is Foundational

• The nation’s most current, reliable, and accessible data source for 
local statistics on critical planning topics such as age, children, 
veterans, commuting, education, income, and employment

• Surveys about 3.5 million addresses and informs $675 billion of 
Federal Government spending each year

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

• Covers 35+ topics, supports over 300 evidence-based Federal 
Government uses, and produces 11 billion estimates each year

• Three key annual data releases:

• 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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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 October December 

6

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/news/data-releases.html
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AFF Download Center
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factfinder.census.gov



2-Dataset
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3-Geographies
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4-Search Results
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Table B23025
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Complete instructions at:
census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/technical-documentation/summary-file-documentation.html



Table IDs Explained

B23025 Element Example

B Table Type Detailed Table

23 Subject Employment Status; Work Status Last Year

025 Table Number within Subject Sequential number to uniquely identify table within a given 
subject
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/which-data-tool/table-ids-explained.html
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What is the ACS Summary File?

• Set of comma-delimited text files that contain all of the 
Detailed Tables

• Stored in a series of files on the FTP site

• Files contain only the data from the tables (no 
information such as table title, description of the rows, 
etc)

• Data have already been tabulated for specific 
geographic areas
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AFF vs. Summary File
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Example-NOAA’s Coastal County Snapshots

https://coast.noaa.gov/digitalcoast/tools/snapshots.html
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How to Use the ACS SF

1—Verify table is available at geography level of interest
(not all tables are published for every geography)

2—Use appropriate tool to access ACS SF
Summary File Retrieval Tool
DataFerrett
Census API
FTP site
TIGER/Line Shapefiles Pre-joined with Demographic Data
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Summary File Page
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/technical-documentation/summary-file-documentation.html



Check Appendix for Table
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Why do I see missing values (,,) in my file?

• Missing string indicates the estimate is unavailable

• Due to filtering for geo restrictions, coefficients of 
variations, or DRB requirements

• Check Appendix A for geo restrictions

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

21



Outline
• American Community Survey (ACS) basics
• American FactFinder Download Center
• Overview of ACS Summary File (ACS SF) 
• Ways to access the ACS SF

– Summary File Retrieval Tool
– DataFerrett
– Census API
– FTP site
– TIGER/Line Shapefiles

• Wrap up

22



Summary File Retrieval Tool

• Includes datasets through 2012 (i.e., 2008-2012 ACS 5-year estimates)

• Allows users to load tables from the ACS SF into an Excel 
spreadsheet

• Must have Excel 2007 or newer to run tool

• You can access all tracts and block groups per table per state
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/tools/summary-file-retrieval-tool.html



DataFerrett

• Issues accessing DataFerrett?

– Contact dsd.ferrett@census.gov or 1-866-437-0171

• New data tool via data.census.gov will replace DataFerrett to 
access the ACS Summary File

– Contact cedsci.feedback@census.gov with suggestions
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mailto:dsd.ferrett@census.gov
mailto:cedsci.feedback@census.gov
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Census API
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census.gov/developers



Table B23025
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https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5?get=NAME,B23025_001E&for=block+group:*&in=state:26+county:001
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Summary File Organization
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www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/summary_file/2016/data



File Naming

2016 5 mi 0079 000.zip

• 2016=reference year

• 5=period covered

• mi=state level

• 0079=sequence number

• 000=iteration ID
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Estimate, MOE, Geography Files

31

Estimate file

e20165mi0079000.txt

Geography file

g20165mi.csv, g20165mi.txt, 

MI.xlsx

Margin of error file

m20165mi0079000.txt



Where can I find ZCTA files?

State, DC, Puerto Rico Files

Ideal for state level or cross-state geographies

• State

• County

• County subdivision

• Place

• Congressional districts

• Public Use Microdata Area (PUMA)

• School districts

• Alaska Native Regional Corporation

United States File

Ideal for geographies that cross state lines

• United States

• Region

• Division

• Metropolitan or urban statistical area

• New England City and Town Area

• American Indian/Alaska Native/Hawaiian 
Home Land areas

• Urban areas

• ZIP Code Tabulation Areas (ZCTAs)

www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/summary_file/2016/documentation/tech_docs/ 2016_SummaryFile_Tech_Doc.pdf
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Starting and Ending Position
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1 2 3 4 5 6

38 
44



Templates
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www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/summary_file/2016/data/ 2016_5yr_Summary_FileTemplates.zip
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TIGER/Line Shapefiles Pre-joined with 
Demographic Data

census.gov/geo/maps-data/data/tiger-data.html
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Summary File Documentation
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/technical-documentation/summary-file-documentation.html



Subject Definitions

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/technical-documentation/code-lists.html
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Options for Accessing Bulk Data
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Tool Advantage of Using Tool

AFF Download Center Download one geographic type at a time, maximum 
of 40 tables

SF Retrieval Tool Looking for block groups from older datasets 
(through 2012)

DataFerrett Download a large number of geographic areas for a 
small number of tables

Census API Call only the variables and geographies you need

FTP Site Includes every Detailed Table for every geography

TIGER/Line Shapefiles Pre-joined w/ Demographic 
Data

Useful for mapping ACS data



Questions?
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Upcoming Webinars

• April 18: Using ACS Estimates and Margins of Error

• May 16: How to Use Geodatabase Files and ArcMap

• June 6: Using the Census API with the ACS

• June 27: Using the Census Bureau 2017 Planning Database

• August 1: Geographic Areas and Concepts for the ACS

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/news/events.html
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Sign up for and manage alerts at 
https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USCENSUS/subscriber/new

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

Continue the Conversation #ACSdata

1-800-923-8282

acso.users.support@census.gov

Social media: @uscensusbureau
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https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USCENSUS/subscriber/new
https://www.census.gov/acs/


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

• Presentations and recordings from past conferences available

• Webinars and special sessions at professional meetings planned

• Users group website and online community 

acsdatacommunity.prb.org
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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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