Population Resource Center:  Making the Census Count


American Community Survey
An Overview

The American Community Survey (ACS), part of the decennial census process, is a relatively new survey conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau, and is ushering in the most substantial change in the decennial census in more than 60 years. The ACS is a nationwide, annual survey designed to provide communities with reliable and timely demographic, housing, social, and economic data every year.  

The ACS will replace the decennial census long form in 2010 and thereafter by collecting long-form-type information throughout the decade rather than only once every 10 years. The ACS data will provide, for the first time, a continuous stream of updated information for states and local areas, and will revolutionize the way we use data to understand our communities.

What’s Collected in the ACS

The American Community Survey covers a broad range of topics about social, economic, demographic, and housing characteristics of the U.S. population as shown in Table 1. As in the decennial census, any personal information that could be used to identify individuals or households is strictly confidential.

The ACS samples nearly 3 million addresses each year, resulting in nearly 2 million final interviews. The annual ACS sample is much smaller than that of the Census 2000 long-form sample, which included about 18 million housing units. As a result, the ACS needs to combine population or housing data from multiple years to produce reliable numbers for small counties, neighborhoods, and other local areas.

To provide information for communities each year, the ACS will provide one-, three- and five-year estimates of data.  Because ACS data are collected continuously, they are not comparable to data collected from previous decennial censuses.  Previous census data were for a point in time – April 1, or the previous year - whereas data from the ACS are collected each month and reflect information throughout the year.
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Age Income

Gender Food Stamps Benefit

Hispanic Origin Labor Force Status

Race Industry, Occupation, and Class Of Worker

Relationship to Householder (e.g., spouse)  Place of Work and Journey to Work

Work Status Last Year

Social Characteristics Vehicles Available

Marital Status and Marital History*

Health Insurance Coverage*

Fertility

Grandparents as Caregivers Housing Characteristics

Ancestry Year Structure Built

Place of Birth, Citizenship, and Year of Entry Units in Structure

Language Spoken at Home Year Moved Into Unit

Educational Attainment and School Enrollment Rooms

Residence One Year Ago Bedrooms

Veteran Status, Period of Military Kitchen Facilities

  Service, and VA Service-Connected Plumbing Facilities

  Disability Rating* House Heating Fuel

Disability Telephone Service Available

Farm Residence

Financial Characteristics

Tenure (Owner/Renter)

Housing Value

Rent

Selected Monthly Owner Costs

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Table 1:  Subjects Included in the American Community Survey

*

Marital History, VA Service-Connected Disability Rating, and Health Insurance Coverage are new for 2008.


How the ACS Works

ACS data are very timely because they are released in the year immediately following the year in which they are collected.  As shown in Table 2, starting with the data collected in 2005, ACS information has been published for areas with populations of 65,000 or more. In the fall of 2008, the first three-year estimates will be released based on data from the 2005, 2006, and 2007 surveys. 

 By December 2009 the ACS will have sampled approximately 15 million addresses, and by 2010, the ACS will provide the first five-year estimates of demographic, housing, social and economic data for the nation, states, cities, counties, and other small geographic areas.  These five-year estimates will then be updated annually by removing the earliest year and replacing it with the latest one and will provide, for the first time, the ability to monitor social and economic trends in local communities.
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Data Product

Population 

Threshold

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

1-Year 

Estimates

65,000+  2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

3-Year 

Estimates

20,000+ 

2005-

2007

2006-

2008

2007-

2009

2008-

2010

2009-

2011

2010-

2012

5-Year 

Estimates

All areas*

2005-

2009

2006-

2010

2007-

2011

2008-

2012

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Year of Data Release

Year(s) of Data Collection

*Five-year estimates will be available for areas as small as census tracts and block groups. 


While the main function of the decennial census is to provide counts of people for the purpose of Congressional apportionment, the primary purpose of the ACS is to measure the changing social and economic characteristics of the U.S. population. As a result, the ACS does not provide official counts of the population in between censuses.  

Instead, the Census Bureau’s Population Estimates program will continue to be the official source for annual population totals, by age, race, Hispanic origin, and gender. ACS estimates are therefore controlled to match the Census Bureau’s annual population estimates, by age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin. For more information about population estimates, visit the Census Bureau’s website at www.census.gov/popest/estimates.php. 

Using the ACS

The ACS puts this up-to-date information about important social issues at the fingertips of people who need it, including policymakers, researchers, businesses and non-governmental organizations, journalists, teachers, students, and the public. The federal government uses ACS information to evaluate the need for federal programs and to run those programs effectively. 

Non-governmental organizations use the ACS in a variety of ways to monitor trends among important subgroups of the population, often at the state level.  Journalists use ACS data to report on new or emerging social trends, or to put a piece of anecdotal evidence into a broader context.  And state and local governments are using ACS information to keep track of year-to-year changes in their jurisdictions. And to plan for new schools, roads and services. 

Data Dissemination

For both the short form and the American Community Survey, the Census Bureau has developed an ongoing process for determining what tables will be available and in what format.  As was the case in 2000, the vast majority of data will be available on line at the Census Bureau web site www.census.gov.  More specifically users will gain access through the Census Bureau’s American FactFinder website at http://factfinder.census.gov.  The Bureau is currently finalizing its plans for what tables will be available for both the American Community Survey (one, three and five year data) and what will be available from the short form.

This was prepared by Edward J. Spar, Executive Director of the Council of Professional Associations on Federal Statistics in the summer of 2008.  Making the 2010 Census count is funded by a grant from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. For further information, contact the Population Resource Center, 1731 Connecticut Avenue, NW, Washington, D.C. 20009.  Phone 202-467-5030, Fax 202 467- 5034 (WWW. PRCDC.org)
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