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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

What the Business Community Needs to Know 7

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



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.
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