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Examples of questions you can answer with the 
Census Bureau’s American Community Survey

• Are young people buying homes in my area?
• Do many Hispanics hold management jobs?
• Could I see a map with child poverty by state?
• Is there much of a Russian community here? 
• Where do divorced men (or women) live?
• Who is moving to my area’s richest suburb?
• Which places are the best/worst educated?
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The American Community Survey’s big 
themes and small details

• School enrollment, and how much education adults have completed
• Families: Children, grandparents, women who had a baby in the 

past year, single moms and dads, teenagers
• Unmarried couples (including same-sex), single people (including 

elderly), disabled people (including children), veterans
• Immigrants: Where from, when arrived, how good is their English
• Money: Earnings, jobs people hold, working parents, who is poor, 

other income such as Social Security and food stamps
• How people get to work, commuting time, households without cars
• People who moved within the U.S. during the previous year 
• Housing costs, who owns and who rents, housing affordability, size 

(number of rooms), heating fuel, overcrowding 
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You can look at one place, or compare two 
or more different ones

Estimates are available for:
• the nation, 
• states, 
• congressional districts, 
• metropolitan areas, 
• counties, 
• cities, 
• school districts, 
• select American Indian lands, 
• and certain other districts with 

more than 65,000 people. 
• Data for smaller areas will 

be available in a few years.
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You can compare age groups, men and 
women, or race/ethnic groups

• Example: Are women 
buying more homes 
than men?

• Example: Are most 
new arrivals in your 
community Hispanic?

• Example: Are children 
more likely to be poor 
than the elderly?
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What is not available 
• Areas of less than 65,000 people will not have data until 

2008 or 2010, depending on population size.
• People in “group quarters” are not included.

Residents of institutions such as military barracks, college dorms, 
mental hospitals, nursing homes and prisons are not included 
through 2005. Until they are, do not use the survey to write about 
college towns or counties with large prisons.

• The survey does not ask about religion, political party, 
sexual orientation, home schooling, computers, pets or 
recent purchases.
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How to get data from the American 
Community Survey

• Start with http://factfinder.census.gov
• If you forget, go to www.census.gov and 

click on “American FactFinder” on the left 
rail

• Under American Community Survey, click 
on “get data”

• The Factfinder page also has 2000 Census 
data, local population estimates, economic 
census numbers and other good stuff
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This is the 
American 
FactFinder 
page. We’ve 
added a red 
arrow to 
show you 
where you 
click to get 
data from 
the 
American 
Community 
Survey.

http://factfinder.census.gov
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This is what 
shows up when 
you click on 
“get dataget data” for 
the American 
Community 
Survey.
The 2005 
American 
Community 
Survey offers 
you a quick 
overview of one 
place (data 
profile), as well 
as rankings, 
subject tables, 
detailed tables, 
geographic 
comparison 
tables, maps or 
other options.
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Best options for first-time users
• Data profile

– A five-page overview of the nation, a state or community. Use 
this for basic questions, deadline and graphics statistics, or 
background on a place that’s new to you.

• Rankings
– States are ranked for 2005 on dozens of measures, grouped by 

topic. 
• Subject tables

– Find out frequently requested numbers by topic -- for example, 
disability -- for one geographic area.

• Thematic maps
– A great way to see patterns, which can help you test story ideas

or make graphics.
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• After you decide what you want to look at, 
a dropdown box will prompt you to choose 
a geographic type – a state, county, 
school district, etc. you want to look at.

• You can click “map it” to get a preview of 
the area’s boundaries.

Once you have 
decided to look 
at a data profile, 
table, or map, 
click on the 
dropdown box to dropdown box to 
select the level of select the level of 
geographygeography for 
which you want 
to see it.  Click 
“map it” to see 
its boundaries.
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Data profiles have five 
pages of demographic, 
social, economic and 
housing estimates, as 
well as a narrative with 
text in plain English as 
well as graphics.

On the left is an excerpt 
from the Tennessee 
narrative, including a 
chart showing education 
levels of adults 25 years 
and over.

Here is the first 
page of the data data 
profileprofile for 
Tennessee. 

Click on “social,”
“economic,”
“housing” or 
“narrative”
to see the other 
pages. 

“NarrativeNarrative” has 
text in plain 
English, and 
some charts.
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Under ranking ranking 
tablestables, which 
compare states, 
here is what you 
get if you ask for 
the percent of 
children under 6 
with all their 
parents in the 
labor force. 

You can get a 
table, or – as 
shown here – a 
chart. It shows 
that more than 
seven in 10 
young children 
in South Dakota 
live with parents 
who either are 
working or 
looking for work.  
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Here is an example of a 
subject tablesubject table – median 
income for different 
groups in Colorado. You 
can look at income gaps 
between races and ethnic 
groups, or different kinds 
of households and 
families.

Subject areas you can 
choose from include:
• children, 
• disability, 
• education, 
• employment, 
• housing, 
• origin and language 
(immigrants), 
• poverty, 
• relationships,
• and transportation.

Colorado
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Here is an 
example of a 
thematic mapthematic map. 
This one shows 
the percentage 
of veterans in 
the civilian 
population, by 
state. Maps are 
a way to see 
patterns 
quickly. You 
also can view 
this as a table, 
by clicking on 
the left rail.
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This map shows 
that you cannot 
yet get data from 
the survey for 
lightly populated lightly populated 
areasareas. If you try 
to find out the 
percentage of 
people born in 
other states for 
each county in 
Wyoming, the 
map comes up 
mostly blank 
because most 
counties are too 
small to have 
survey data yet. 
But there is a 
way around this.
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For rural areasFor rural areas, 
you can select a 
map of “Public Public 
Use Microdata Use Microdata 
AreasAreas.” The 
Census Bureau 
divides each 
state into PUMAs, 
each of which 
has at least 
100,000 people. 
The result shows 
an interesting 
east-west divide, 
with more out-of-
staters in the 
western part of 
the state.
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A few hints for finding your way
• Not sure what something means? 

– Check the “glossary” at the top of the 
FactFinder page

– Look at “subject definitions” as you go along
• You can download numbers and maps to 

a spreadsheet or other program.
• Look for (?) or preview options to get more 

information before committing yourself to a 
search.
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A Few Cautions
• The purpose of the survey is to provide 

characteristics, not counts
• Check your definitions and your “universe”
• Be careful about comparing 2005 survey 

estimates with those from the 2000 Census
• Check the margin of error to make sure there’s a 

real difference between two estimates you want 
to talk about…and then don’t make a big deal 
out of small differences.
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ACS: Characteristics, Not Counts

• Use the Census Bureau’s annual 
population estimates:
– If you want to know the number of people in a 

state, county or other geographic area
– The same goes for age, race group, and 

male-female totals
• Use the American Community Survey for:

– Data to describe the group of people you are 
looking at
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Check the 
definition of 
words used in 
the title to make 
sure you are 
clear about what 
you are saying. 

Also look at the 
“universeuniverse” (see 
red arrow), which 
tells you that 
these are “own 
children” and 
would exclude, 
for example, a 
child being 
raised by a 
grandparent.
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Has something changed over time?
• If your area has survey 

data going back to 2001, 
use that to make 
comparisons over time

• You can make some 
comparisons with 2000 
using census data, but 
be cautious. 

• More detail on this is on 
the Brookings website.

Apples vs. oranges…
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• Every survey number is an estimate.
• They are foggy or cloudy around the edges, 

with a margin of error. That’s why English 
has words such as “roughly,” “about” or 
“approximately.”

• Make sure two estimate ranges do not 
overlap, so that you do not mistakenly say 
there is a difference when there may not be.

Survey numbers have fuzzy 
edges
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Here is the easy way to figure whether two 
estimates overlap

• Each survey number is an estimate with its own margin 
of error. The smaller the group being measured, the 
larger that margin of error will be.

• If your first estimate is 12.0%, with a margin of error of 
2.0%, the range is 10.0-14.0%.

• To find the range of an estimate, add the margin of error 
to it to see how large it could be [12.0% + 2.0% =14.0%]. 

• Then subtract the margin of error from the estimate to 
see how small it might be. [12.0% – 2.0% = 10.0%]

• Do the same easy math for your second estimate, and 
see whether their ranges overlap.
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Median household 
income by state

Margin of error here: 
For example, 
Maryland income 
could be as high as 
$62,187 [61,592 
+595], so New 
Jersey may not be 
first.

Connecticut income 
could be as high as 
$61,753 [60,941 + 
812], so Maryland 
cannot brag that it 
beats Connecticut.

Fortunately, there is an easier way 
to check whether two estimates 
overlap. On the left rail is the phrase 
“with statistical significance.”

Click it…
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Ranking tablesRanking tables and thematic thematic 
mapsmaps calculate for you whether 
there is any meaningful 
difference between two 
estimates. 

Just click on “with statistical 
significance” and then select 
the area you want to compare. 
The single red dots next to New 
Jersey and Maryland indicate 
that their incomes may not be 
higher than Connecticut’s…and 
you don’t have to do the math!
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Even if two estimates are 
[statistically] different, ask yourself…

• Is the difference big enough to 
justify a story?

• Maybe the story is that there 
is not much of a difference, or 
may not be.
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If your comparison doesn’t work, you could 
try something else

• In the income example, you can still say 
that New Jersey’s median household 
income ranks among the richest states.

• You could look at different race or age 
groups in New Jersey and compare their 
income figures.

• You could look at American Community 
Survey estimates from past years and see 
whether New Jersey median household 
income is up or down.
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Caution Checklist
Make sure of your definitions
Know your “universe”
Don’t write about estimates where lack of group 
quarters makes a difference
If comparing past and present, check for 
boundary changes
Figure the range of each estimate to determine 
any overlap
Reality check: Do not make a big deal out of 
small differences
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American Community Survey data release 
schedule

• Since 2000: All states, and many 
congressional districts and areas of 
250,000 or more have multi-year data

• 2006: All areas of 65,000+ have 
2005 data, to be updated each year

• In 2008: Data for areas of 20,000+
• In 2010:  Neighborhood-level data
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For more information…

• Census press office: 301-763-3691 or 
pio@census.gov

• Click on “Newsroom” on the Census Bureau 
home page, and then “media services” to access 
a telephone list of bureau experts (though they 
may send you back to the press office)

• Go to http://www.census.gov/sdc/ for state data 
center contact information
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Training opportunities

• Four-week online training course led by 
Cynthia Taeuber
– Register at: 

http://www.statistics.com/courses/census
• Reference: American Community Survey 

Data for Community Planning, by Cynthia 
Taeuber 
– Available mid-December:  www.trafford.com



www.brookings.edu/metro/umi.htm
A recording of 
this training 
session and 
other resources 
for using the 
American 
Community 
Survey will be 
available at the 
Brookings 
website.

Questions? Contact 
Michelle Daniels, 
mdaniels@brookings.edu


