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Contact Information

Customer Services Center
(301) 763-4636
(800) 923-8282 
Askcensus.gov

Customer Services Center Hours:
Mon-Thu 8:30 AM to 5:30 PM

Fri- 8:30 AM to 4:30 PM
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The American Community Survey: 
An Overview

U.S. CENSUS BUREAU
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE

Washington, DC 20233
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The American Community Survey (ACS):

Web Site:  http://www.census.gov/acs/www/
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Purpose of the ACS

• Collect Detailed Decennial Census 
Sample Data Every Month Instead of 
Only Once Each Decade

• Release Tabulations of These Data on a 
Yearly Basis

4

• Restructure and Simplify the 2010 Census 

– Improve the accuracy of Census 
coverage

– Improve the relevance and timeliness of 
detailed data

– Reduce operational risk

– Contain cost

Purpose of the ACS
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Why is the ACS important?

• Many federal agencies set policy at the 
national and state levels using census 
data

• The ACS allows federal agencies to 
respond to trends in a timely manner by 
providing up to date data for use in 
allocation formulas

6

Random Selection

• Addresses are assigned randomly to 
months throughout the year

• An address is only eligible for sample 
once during a five year period.
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Largest Household Survey in U.S.

• 250,000 ASC questionnaires are sent 
per month

• In Puerto Rico, 3,000 per month

• Sample of 3 million per year

8

ACS Facts
• Response required by Title 13 of US 

Code

• Respondents must answer all questions

• Giving estimates is “ok”

• Questionnaire assistance hotline

• Multiple methods of data collection for 
non-responders
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• Three month data collection period

• Three modes of data collection

– Mail

– Computer Assisted Telephone Interview (CATI)

– Computer Assisted Personal Interview (CAPI)

• Data are confidential

ACS Operations

10

Some Collected ACS Information
• Age & relationship

• Grandparents responsible for 
grandchildren

• Disability and Health Insurance Coverage

• Language spoken at home & English 
fluency

• Income

• Housing costs & characteristics
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2006 Geographic Areas

100%150Urban/Rural State Components 
(excluding DC)

100%--13Census Regions & Census 
Divisions

30

1

1

--

Number 
included in 
2006 PRCS 
for Puerto 

Rico

100%2,068Public Use Micro Data Sample 
Areas (PUMAs)

100%1Nation

436

51

Number 
included in 

2006 ACS for 
the United 

States

100%

100%

Percent of 
All Such 
Areas 

Covered in 
2006

Type of Legal, Administrative, 
or Statistical Area

Congressional Districts

States (including DC & Puerto 
Rico)
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ACS Data Products Release Schedule

Data products are released in the year following the single-year or 
multi-year period in which data are collected.
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Note Sampling Error
• Sampling error occurs when estimates are 

derived from a sample rather than a census 
of the population.

• Standard error is an estimate of the precision 
of the estimates. 

• The margin of error describes the precision 
of the estimate for a given confidence level & 
standard error.

• Tools used to prevent incorrect conclusions
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Margin of Error
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How Does One Access the Data?
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http://factfinder.census.gov
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Data Sets: 2006 ACS
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ACS Data Products
• Detailed Tables
• Single Year & Narrative Profiles
• Ranking Tables
• Public Use Microdata Sample Files (PUMS)
• Thematic Maps
• Subject Tables
• Selected Population Profiles
• Geographic Comparison Tables
• Group Quarters Profile by Type (national level)

20

Detailed Tables

• Basic distributions of characteristics

• The foundation upon which other data 
products are built

• Show estimates & their associated margins 
of error at the 90-percent confidence interval

• More than 1,200 of these tables, including 
tables repeated for race & Hispanic origin 
iterations as well as imputation tables
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Detailed Tables
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Data Profiles
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Narrative Profile

24

Ranking Tables
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Subject Tables

• Derived from Detailed Tables

• Show more detail than is available in the 
Profiles

• For a given topic, present distributions for a 
few relevant subgroups

• Allow for other measures such as 
percentages, medians & aggregates where 
appropriate

26

Subject Table: Group Quarters Data
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Selected Population Profiles

Two Types of Selected Population Profiles:
– Race, ethnic & ancestry groups
– Age or other characteristics

Profiles are Created When 
– The population group of interest is 65,000 or 

greater, & 
– The corresponding geographic area of interest 

has a population of 1 million or more.

28

http://factfinder.census.gov/home/en/acs_pums_2006.html

FOR QUESTIONS:  www.ask.census.gov
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User Education and Training

• Currently producing a series of 
handbooks on “Understanding and 
Using ACS Data”

• Also developing on-line training 
materials based on these handbooks

• Planned Release 
– September 2008
– PDF format via ACS web site

30

User Education and Training
Target Audiences

• Congress
• High School Teachers
• State & Local Governments
• Federal Agencies
• Rural Areas, including 

Small Local Governments

• University Researchers
• Media
• First Time Users
• PUMS Users
• Business Community
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For More Information

American Community Survey
1-888-346-9682
cmo.acs@census.gov
www.census.gov/acs/www

ACS Alert
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Special/Alerts.htm
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On the Road to the On the Road to the 
2010 Census2010 Census

The success of the census...
it's in our hands

Interagency Depository Seminar

Government Printing Office 

July 30, 2008
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2010 Census Strategy2010 Census Strategy

“Count everyone,
count them once and 
count them in the right place.”

Preston Jay Waite
Former Deputy Director
U.S. Census Bureau
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Why a Census?Why a Census?
• The Constitution requires a census every 

10 years to determine the number of 
representatives to Congress for each 
state based on the population.

$3,000,000,000,000+

• In the next decade,over $3 trillion in 
federal funding will be allocated to tribal, 
state and local governments using 
census data.

4

Census Census –– Foundation of Foundation of 
Our DemocracyOur Democracy

“Representatives and direct taxes 
shall be apportioned among the 
several states…according to their 
respective numbers.”

– Article I, Section 2, Clause 3
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Census HistoryCensus History

1790 – The first census
1850 – Counting individuals
1920 – No reapportionment
1940 – First use of sampling
1970 – Mailout/mailback
2000 – Increased response rates

6

What the Census Means What the Census Means 
for Your Communityfor Your Community

Census data help planners and decision-
makers determine what neighborhoods need to 
help their communities and decide where to 
invest in:
Transportation                                Public works 

Economic development                  Public health 

Emergency preparedness              Education

Senior services and more…
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A Major ChallengeA Major Challenge
MUST COUNT EVERYONE…
• 310 million people who speak more than 50 languages

• 130 million households

...IN THE RIGHT PLACE!
• 50 states & District of Columbia 
• Puerto Rico
• Island Areas

• Guam
• American Samoa 
• Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands

• U.S. Virgin Islands

8

Ensuring the ConfidentialityEnsuring the Confidentiality
of Your Informationof Your Information

• By law, the Census Bureau does not share 
personal information with ANYONE

• Not even with other federal or law 
enforcement agencies

• The Census Bureau strips all identifying 
information and publishes only summary data
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• Name
• Age
• Gender
• Race

Topics on theTopics on the
2010 Census Form2010 Census Form

• Ethnicity
• Relationship
• Rent/own house

Takes only ten minutes to complete

10

What Happened to the Long Form? What Happened to the Long Form? 
• It’s now the American Community Survey (ACS) 

collecting information from three million households 
and group quarters every year.

• ACS data can be accessed now via American
FactFinder at www.census.gov
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What to Expect in 2010What to Expect in 2010

Advance letter
Questionnaire 

Reminder postcard

Some areas will receive a bilingual English-Spanish 
version of the questionnaire.

If you forget to return your completed questionnaire,
you will receive a replacement questionnaire.

12

If a Household DoesnIf a Household Doesn’’t t 
Complete the CensusComplete the Census……

…then a census 
taker will come to the 
residence to collect 
the information.
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Rehearsing for 2010Rehearsing for 2010
2008: Census Dress Rehearsal

California

North Carolina

Site #1:
San Joaquin County, 
California

Site #2:
Fayetteville, North 
Carolina area 
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Time Is Short Time Is Short 

• The 2010 Census has begun – address
list development

• Census Day is April 1, 2010

• Deliver apportionment counts to the
President by December 31, 2010

• Deliver redistricting data to the states by
April 1, 2011
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How We Get it DoneHow We Get it Done
• Hire over 1.3 million temporary employees
http://www.census.gov/2010census/jobs/

• Establish partnerships to help:
-- Convey importance of

being counted to everyone
-- Help those with language challenges
-- Spread the word about census 

taker jobs

16

What Can You Do to Help?What Can You Do to Help?
• Form or participate in Complete Count 

Committees starting in 2009

• Help Census Bureau staff identify areas that 
will be hardest to count

• Strategize with us the most effective way to 
ensure everyone is counted in your community

• Use communication tools at your disposal to let 
your community know about the 2010 Census
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For More InformationFor More Information
www.census.gov

www.census.gov/2010census
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A New Portrait of AmericaA New Portrait of America
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Questions or Comments?Questions or Comments?

The Customer Services Center
Customer Liaison and Marketing Services 

Office

(301) 763- 4636
(800) 923-8282

20
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Census Bureau Economic ProgramsCensus Bureau Economic Programs

Data about Data about 
American BusinessAmerican Business

2

What  Do You Want to Know ?What  Do You Want to Know ?

• Characteristics of a typical business?

• Market share of a business?

• Products/services of an industry?

• How many businesses are in your area?

• How are the businesses classified?

• Overall growth of an industry or area?
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www.census.gov www.census.gov -- QuickFactsQuickFacts

4

Industry
Hot Report

business.census.gov
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What You Should Know What You Should Know 

What kind of data are available

How businesses are classified 

How the data are collected

How the data are organized

6

www.census.www.census.govgov

Demographic
surveys

Economic
Surveys
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Data series characteristicsData series characteristics
•Census vs. sample survey

•Employers vs. nonemployers

•Establishment vs. company/firm/enterprise

•Frequency – census (5 years), annual, quarterly, monthly, periodic

•Geography – U.S. only, or more detail

•Industry classification – level of detail

•Data measures  - sales, establishment and company counts, payroll,    
other specialized measures

•Size, legal form of organization
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An establishment is a 
store, warehouse, factory, etc.
at a single physical location

We assign industry classificationWe assign industry classification
and geographic area codes to and geographic area codes to 

establishmentsestablishments

A company is one or 
more establishments
under common 
ownership or control

10

Industry ClassificationIndustry Classification

North
American
Industry
Classification
System

NAICS superseded SIC in 1997
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20 NAICS Sectors20 NAICS Sectors
11 Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, & Hunting 
21 Mining 
22 Utilities 
23 Construction 
31-33 Manufacturing 
42 Wholesale Trade 
44-45 Retail Trade 
48-49 Transportation and Warehousing 
51 Information 
52 Finance and Insurance 
53 Real Estate and Rental & Leasing 

54 Professional, Scientific & Technical Services 
55 Management of Companies & Enterprises
56 Administrative & Support & Waste Management & Remediation Services
61 Educational Services 
62 Health Care & Social Assistance 
71 Arts, Entertainment & Recreation 
72 Accommodation & Food Services 
81 Other Services (except Public Administration) 
92       Public Administration 

12

NAICS Codes are HierarchicNAICS Codes are Hierarchic

DescriptionCodeLevel
Information51Sector

Broadcasting (except Internet)515Subsector
Radio and Television Broadcasting5151Industry Group

Radio Broadcasting51511Industry
Radio Stations515112U.S. Industry
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Economic Census GeographyEconomic Census Geography

U.S.
States
Metro areas
Counties
Places of 2,500+ Inhabitants (changing as of 2007)

Zip Codes 
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Direct Collection:
4.5 million establishments 

Large, mid-size employers
Sample of small employers

Paper or electronic reporting

500+ versions of the form

Economic Economic Census Census 
Data CollectionData Collection

Administrative Records:
(20 million nonemployers and 3 million small employers)
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Economic Economic SurveysSurveys
Data CollectionData Collection

Direct Collection:

Sample surveys

Paper, electronic, fax 
and telephone reporting

How the Data are OrganizedHow the Data are Organized

Start here

www.census.gov
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1.General
information

3.Data set 
structure

2.All data for
an industry

4.Data
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Data are published 
by industry sector

Drill-down PDF

Product lines data 
tell you what each 
industry sells

Groceries…

Tobacco…
products…

Automotive…
fuels……
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Gas stations account for $21 
billion (41.6%) of total sales of 
cigars, cigarettes, tobacco, 
followed by grocery stores (24%)

Survey of Business OwnersSurvey of Business Owners

• Owner characteristics:  
age, education, hours 
worked, disability

•Business characteristics:  
home-based, family-owned, 
franchising, year started, 
financing
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Business Expenses
tell you what certain 
industries buy

Business Expenses Business Expenses 

4 thousand  firms

17 thousand firms

Statistics of U.S. BusinessesStatistics of U.S. Businesses

4 thousand  firms

17 thousand firms
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County Business PatternsCounty Business Patterns

26

Local Employment DynamicsLocal Employment Dynamics
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Local Local 
EmploymentEmployment
DynamicsDynamics

28

Foreign Trade StatisticsForeign Trade Statistics
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1-301-763-2547
1-877-790-1876

econ@census.gov
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Finding DataFinding Data

U.S. Census Bureau
U.S. Department of Commerce

Washington, DC  20233

U.S. Census Bureau
U.S. Department of Commerce

Washington, DC  20233

Purpose

• Using the 
search 
function 
on our 
site

• Finding 
what you 
need: 
quick & 
easy



2

Key www.census.gov features
• Subjects 

A to Z

• Tools & topics

• Subject matter

• Quick data 
finders

• Presentations 
and training 
opportunities

• Special events
and releases

Search

Hint: Use Search Tool
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Search Options

FAQ      
• Knowledge

base 

SEARCH
• Knowledge 

base  + 
Google

Search Results:  FAQ Option
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Search Results:  Search Option

The  Question and Answer Center 
Homepage

• Tabs
– Find Answers 

– Ask a Question

– My Stuff

• Buttons
– Search

– Browse
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Feedback
1.

2.2.

3.

Feedback
3.

4.
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My Stuff

My Stuff
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The Search Button

Using the Browse Button
Browse on 
“lesson plans”

Topics show 
clusters of 
answers

Top answers 
recommended

Others in the 
cluster
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Final Tips

• Keep using the FAQ center—it changes often
• Evaluate the answers—the Customer Call 

Center encourages your feedback!
• If you can’t find your answer, “Ask a 

Question”
• If you receive a survey, complete it—the CCC 

staff wants to know about your visit to the site

Contact Information

The Customer Call Center

Customer Liaison and Marketing Services 
Office

(301) 763-INFO
(800) 923-8282
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