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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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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

Planned Release 
Date

September 13, 
2018

October 18, 
2018

December 6, 
2018
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/news/data-releases.html



Types of ACS Tables in API
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• Detailed Tables (B or C)
• Subject Tables (S)

• Most detailed ACS statistics
• Each table covers one primary topic
• May contain cross tabulationsDescription

Types
In API

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/which-data-tool/table-ids-explained.html

• Data Profiles (DP) - includes %
• Comparison Profiles (CP) -

includes statistical significance

• Most common ACS statistics
• Derived from tables
• Each profile covers many topicsDescription

Types
In API

Tables Profiles



Table/Profile Numbering
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• B=Data Product Type (Base Table)
• 06=Subject (Place of Birth)
• 004=Sequential Number (2 or 3 digits)
• A=Race/Hispanic Origin (White Alone)
• PR=For Puerto Rico Geographies Only

B06004APR

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/which-data-tool/table-ids-explained.html



The Census Data API

• Application Programming Interface

• Data Service

• Enables Census Bureau data providers to expose data in a 
standardized way

• Gives software developers the ability to create custom apps

• Allows data scientists more flexibility to develop data analytics
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Advantages

• Reduces the learning curve by standardizing 
across multiple datasets 

• Access only the variables, geographies and 
table cells needed

• No need to host data on another server

• Gives immediate access to most current data

• No complex interface
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Uses

• Supports mobile and web applications

• Drives interactive data visualizations

• Connects to statistical analysis software like R
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http://pad.human.cornell.edu/Unlisted/uncertaintymap_fullinfo_api_B17001.cfm
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https://pasdc.hbg.psu.edu/Data/PaSDCDashboards/ACSIncome/tabid/1922/Default.aspx
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https://www.cleargov.com/
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https://www.census.gov/tribal/
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https://www.census.gov/mycd/
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Example: American Community Survey 
data.census.gov
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Output

Returns data in json format that looks like this:

[["NAME","B17001_002E","B17001_002M","state"], 

["Alabama","868666","11290","01"], 

["Alaska","72826","2617","02"], 

["Arizona","1165636","11825","04"], 

["Arkansas","542431","8531","05"], 

Continued…

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5  
?get=NAME,B17001_002E,B17001_002M&for=state:*
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API Request –
Four Easy Steps

1
Identify the 
dataset you 
want to use

https://api.census.gov/
data.html

https://www.census. 
gov/developers/

2 Identify items 
needed

Variable names

Geography codes 
(usually FIPS)
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https://api.census.gov/data.html
http://www.census.gov/developers/


API Request –
Four Easy Steps

3
Request the 

variables and 
geographies

?get=variable,names,

separated,by,commas

&for=geography level:code

4 Put it all together
https://api.census.gov/data/ 
2016/acs/acs5?get=NAME, 

B17001_002E,B17001_002M
&for=state:*
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Example: American Community Survey 
data.census.gov
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API Discovery Tool
https://api.census.gov/data.html
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Start Your Data Request

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5?get= 
NAME,B17001_002E,B17001_002M&for=state:*

Requests always begin with: 
https://api.census.gov/data1
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Add the Dataset Name

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5?get= 
NAME,B17001_002E,B17001_002M&for=state:*

Find the dataset name at: 
https://api.census.gov/data/ 
2016.html

2
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https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5.html
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Start Your Variable Request

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5?get=
NAME,B17001_002E,B17001_002M&for=state:*

Always start your variable 
request with ?get=3
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Add Your Variables

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5?get=  
NAME,B17001_002E,B17001_002M&for=state:*

Find the variables you want 
here:

https://api.census.gov/ 
data/2016/acs/acs5/ 
variables.html

4
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https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5
/variables.html
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Add Your Geography

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5?get= 
NAME,B17001_002E,B17001_002M&for=state:*

Find available  geographies 
here:

https://api.census.gov/ 
data/2016/acs/acs5/ 
geography.html

5
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https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/
geography.html
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Put it all Together

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5?get= 
NAME,B17001_002E,B17001_002M&for=state:*

Returns data in json format6
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Output

[["NAME","B17001_002E","B17001_002M","state"], 

["Alabama","868666","11290","01"], 

["Alaska","72826","2617","02"], 

["Arizona","1165636","11825","04"], 

["Arkansas","542431","8531","05"], 

Continued…

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5  
?get=NAME,B17001_002E,B17001_002M&for=state:*
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Groups Functionality

• Pull More Than 50 Variables with One Call

• Groups for 2016 ACS5 

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/groups.html

• Example for ACS5: Group B17001

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5?get=group(B17001)&for=us:*

• All variable names will appear first followed by all the values in the output
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https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/groups.html
https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5?get=group(B17001)&for=us:*


Stay Connected: The Developers Page
www.census.gov/developers/
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Available APIs for ACS 
www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets.html
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Available APIs for ACS

• ACS 1-Year Data (2011-2016)

• ACS 3-Year Data (2012-2013)

• ACS 5-Year Data (2009-2016)

• ACS Migration Flows (2009-2015)

• Supplemental (2014-2016)
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Live Demo

• For all parishes in Louisiana, what percent of 
people/households:

– Have a disability

– Have income below the poverty level

– Do not have a vehicle at home
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Example: Disability, Poverty, and Vehicle Availability for all 

Louisiana Parishes

 Select Your Dataset On The Developers Page 

census.gov/data/developers/data-sets.html
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 Choose Type of Table/Profile

 Select “Examples and Supported Geography”

census.gov/data/developers/data-sets/acs-5year.html
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 Select “examples”

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/profile.html
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https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/profile/examples.html

 Choose Your Geography – Explore the available geographic levels on the 

left, copy a sample URL, and open a new tab
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https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/profile?get=DP04_0001E,NAME&for=county:013&in=state:02

 Paste A Sample URL Into The Address Bar

 Enter Your API Key Or Delete “&key=YOUR_KEY_GOES_HERE”

 Press Enter And View Results
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 Edit Geography Selection To Retrieve All Louisiana Parishes – In this 

example, use a wildcard (*) for county and code 22 for state

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/profile?get=DP04_0001E,NAME&for=county:*&in=state:22
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 Find Your Variables: Click variables from the dataset page

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/profile.html
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 Find Your Variables (cont.): Search the webpage (CTRL+F) to find your 

variable(s) of interest, such as DP02_0071PE, the percent of the 

population with a disability

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/profile/variables.html
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 Update Query With Variable Of Interest, DP02_0071PE

 View Results – Approximately 18% of the population in Acadia Parish, 

Louisiana has a disability

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/profile?get=DP02_0071PE,NAME&for=county:*&in=state:22
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 Add Additional Variables Of Interest – DP03_0128PE, DP04_0058PE 

 Save Results – In this example, right click the page and select Save Page As

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/profile?get=DP02_0071PE,DP03_0128PE,DP04_0058PE,NAME
&for=county:*&in=state:22
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 Save As .csv – Add .csv to the end of your filename and select All Files

from the Save as type dropdown menu
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 Open .csv In Excel – Each variable has its own column for easy viewing
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 Format As Desired– In this example, use Excel’s Find and Replace. 

Copy the open bracket [, paste into find what, and select Replace All. 

Repeat this step for the quote “ and closed bracket ]
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 Run API Query To Get A List Output Containing All Variables In The 

2016 Data Profiles – Delete .html from the webpage you pulled the 

variables from to run the query. Save as results as .csv.

https://api.census.gov/data/2016/acs/acs5/profile/variables
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 Copy And Paste List Of Variables Into A New Worksheet In 

Vulnerability_LA_Parishes.csv
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 Use VLOOKUP Function To Pull Matching Variable Labels Into Table 

 Insert new row for row 2

 Type =VLOOKUP(

 Click cell A1 and type a comma (,). This tells Excel you want to find a 

match for DP02_0071PE
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 Use VLOOKUP Function (continued)

 Click Sheet 1 to open the worksheet with the variable names and labels 

 Select all contents of this table. This tells Excel to look for a match for 

DP02_0071PE somewhere in this table.

 Press F4 one time to lock the location and enter a comma (,). 
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 Use VLOOKUP Function (continued)

 Enter a 2 and then a comma (,). This tells Excel pull the corresponding 

label in column B when it finds a matching variable name in the table.
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 Use VLOOKUP Function (continued)

 Enter 0) and press enter to specify that you want exact matches only, 

and to complete the VLOOKUP function.



58

 Drag The Function From Cell A2 To Cells B2 & C2

 View Your Variable Labels And Table
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 Update Year In Your Query To 2015 To Retrieve Results Over Time

 Most variables are consistent from year to year but check for table changes on the ACS website

 API endpoints are in the process of being standardized across years to follow the format of 

YYYY/acs/DATASET (e.g. 2016/acs/acs5). Users may need to add/delete the /acs across years 

until the standardization has been completed.

https://api.census.gov/data/2015/acs/acs5/profile?get=DP02_0071PE,DP03_0128PE,DP04_0058PE,NAME
&for=county:*&in=state:22
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New/Modified/Deleted Tables
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/technical-documentation/table-and-geography-changes.html



Visualizing Table/Variable Changes
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B28002_004E

20152016



Benefits of API Compared to American FactFinder or Summary File

• Get the exact variables and geographies you need

• Quickly update queries to get data across years: Most 
variables are consistent from year to year

• Easily merge results: List of geographies is consistent within a 
particular ACS dataset in the API
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Example: Table B07012 “All Parishes in Louisiana”



Outline

• ACS and Census API Basics

• Using the API

• Building an API Request

• API Demo

• Resources for Learning More

• Stay in Touch

• Questions

64



Source Us! 

U.S. Census Bureau’s [YYYY-YYYY] American Community Survey
[1/3/5]-year [estimates/statistics/data release]
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Data Tells Stories. Tell Us Yours!

Your story

Your outcome

Your data details

66

census.gov/acs/www/share-your-story/index.php



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 (Census)
1-866-437-0171 (API)

acso.users.support@census.gov (ACS)
cnmp.developers.list@census.gov (API)

Social media: @uscensusbureau
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Gitter API Forum: 
https://gitter.im/uscensusbureau/
general

Slack API Forum: 
https://uscensusbureau.slack.com

https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USCENSUS/subscriber/new
https://www.census.gov/acs/
https://gitter.im/uscensusbureau/general
https://uscensusbureau.slack.com/


Questions?
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Upcoming/Recent Webinars

Upcoming Webinars:

• 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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Recent Webinars:

• How to Use Geodatabase Files and ArcMap

• Using ACS Estimates and Margins of Error

• Using the Census Bureau’s ACS for Assessment Officials

• Intro to the ACS Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) Files
census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/training-presentations.html



ACS Data Users Group

• Purpose: 
– Improve understanding of the value and utility of ACS data. 

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

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

• Webinars and special sessions at professional meetings planned

• Users group website and online community

• API Group at:
https://acsdatacommunity.prb.org/acs-data-products--resources/api/f/15/t/158

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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