
11

An Overview of the 

American Community Survey
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Overview

• What is the American Community Survey?

• Content

• Survey Methodology

• Data Products

• How is it different from Census 2000?
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What is the American 

Community 

Survey?
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Decennial Census 

In Census 2000, the census used 2 forms

1.“short” form – asked for basic demographic and housing 

information, such as age, sex, race, how many people lived in 

the housing unit, and if the  housing unit was owned or rented 

by the resident

2.“long” form – collected the same information as the short form 

but also collected more in-depth information such as income, 

education, and language spoken at home

Only a small portion of the population, called a

sample, received the long form.
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2010 Census and 

American Community Survey

• 2010 Census will focus on counting the U.S. population

• The sample data are now collected in the ACS

• Puerto Rico is the only U.S. territory where the ACS is 

conducted

• 2010 Census will have a long form for U.S. territories 

such as Guam and U.S. Virgin Islands

• Same “short form” questions on the ACS
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American Community Survey
Content

6
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American Community Survey 
Social Characteristics

• Education

• Marital Status

• Fertility

• Grandparent 

Caregivers

• Veterans

• Disability Status

• Place of Birth

• Citizenship

• Year of Entry

• Language Spoken

at Home

• Ancestry / Tribal

Affiliation
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American Community Survey 
Economic Characteristics

• Income

• Benefits

• Employment Status

• Occupation

• Industry

• Commuting to Work

• Place of Work 
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American Community Survey 
Housing Characteristics

• Tenure

• Occupancy & Structure

• Housing Value

• Taxes & Insurance

• Utilities

• Mortgage/Monthly Rent 
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American Community Survey 
Demographic Characteristics

• Sex

• Age

• Race

• Hispanic Origin
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American Community Survey
2008 Content Changes

• Three new questions

– Health Insurance Coverage

– Veteran’s Service-connected Disability

– Marital History

• Deletion of one question

– Time and main reason for staying at the address

• Changes in some wording and format
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American Community Survey 
Methodology

• Sample includes about 3 million addresses each year

• Three modes of data collection

– mail

– phone

– personal visit

• Data are collected continuously throughout the year 
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American Community Survey
Target Population

• Resident population of the United States and Puerto 

Rico

– Living in housing units and group quarters

• Current residents at the selected address

– “Two month” rule



1414

American Community Survey
Group Quarters 

• Place where people live or stay that is normally 

owned or managed by an entity or organization 

providing housing or services for the residents.

• 2 categories of group quarters:

– Institutional

– Non-institutional
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American Community Survey 
Period Estimates

• ACS estimates are period estimates, describing the 

average characteristics over a specified period

• Contrast with point-in-time estimates that describe 

the characteristics of an area on a specific date

• 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year estimates will be released 

for geographic areas that meet specific population 

thresholds
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American Community Survey 
Data Products Release Schedule

Data Product Population Size Data released in: 

of Area 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

1-Year Estimates 65,000+ 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

for Data Collected in:

3-Year Estimates 20,000+ 2005-2007 2006-2008 2007-2009 2008-2010 2009-2011 2010-2012

for Data Collected in:

5-Year Estimates All Areas* 2005-2009 2006-2010 2007-2011 2008-2012

for Data Collected in:

* Five-year estimates will be available for areas as small as census tracts and block groups.
Source: US Census Bureau
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American Community Survey
Data Products

Profiles
– Data Profiles

– Narrative Profiles

– Comparison Profiles

– Selected Population Profiles

Tables
– Detailed Tables

– Subject Tables

– Ranking Tables

– Geographic Comparison Tables

Thematic Maps

Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) Files
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American Community Survey 
Learning More

• ACS Main Page

• 2007 Data Product Details

• Subject Definitions

• Guidance on Comparing 2007 Data to Other Sources

• Design and Methodology Report

• The ACS Compass Products
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American Community Survey
ACS Main Page

19

http://www.census.gov/acs/www
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American Community Survey 
2007 Data Release

20
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Products/
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American Community Survey 
2007 Data Product Details

21
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Products/users_guide/
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American Community Survey 
2007 Data Product Details
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American Community Survey 
Comparison Guidance

• Comparing 2007 ACS to 2006 ACS

– Census Bureau supports comparisons made between 2006 

and 2007 ACS data

• Comparing 2007 ACS to Census 2000

– Differences between the 2007 ACS and Census 2000 

include residence rules, universes, and reference periods.
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American Community Survey 
Comparing Data

24
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/compACS.htm
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American Community Survey 
User Notes

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/usernotes.htm
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American Community Survey 
Errata Notes

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/Errata.htm
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American Community Survey 
Subject Definitions

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/Def.htm
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American Community Survey 
Subject Definitions
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American Community Survey 
Design and Methodology Report

Important reference 

document covering  

methods used in 

producing ACS data

Available at http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/tp67.pdf
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American Community Survey 
How to Use the Data

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData.htm
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American Community Survey 
Geography Notes

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/UseData/geo.htm
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American Community Survey 
The ACS Compass Products

• Set of educational handbooks aimed at specific 

audiences

• Presentation slides on important ACS topics

• E-learning tutorial 

32
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American Community Survey
Similarities with Census 2000

• Same questions and many of the same basic 

statistics

• 5-year estimates will be produced for same broad 

set of geographic areas including census tracts and 

block groups
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American Community Survey
Key Differences from Census 2000

• Beginning in 2010, data for small geographic areas 
will be produced every year versus once every 10 
years

• Data for larger areas are available now and data for 
mid sized area will be available in December 2008

• Census 2000 data described the population and 
housing as of April 1, 2000 while ACS data describe 
a period of time and require data for 12 months, 36 
months, or 60 months
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American Community Survey
Key Differences from Census 2000

• The goal of ACS is to produce data comparable to the 

Census 2000 long form data

• These estimates will cover the same small areas as 

Census 2000 but with smaller sample sizes 

• Smaller sample sizes for 5-year ACS estimates results 

in reductions in the reliability of estimates
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For more information

Subscribe to “ACS Alert”
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Special/Alerts.htm

Visit the ACS/PRCS website:
http://www.census.gov/acs/www

Contact by telephone:
1-800-923-8282

Contact by email:
acso.users.support@census.gov


