1. OVERVIEW OF THE ACS SUMMARY FILE

The American Community Survey (ACS) Summary
File is a unique data product that includes all
estimates and margins of error (MOEs) from

the Detailed Tables for all geographies that are
published for the ACS. The Detailed Tables are
designed for advanced data users or those who
want access to the most comprehensive ACS tables.
They begin with the letters “B” for base tables and
“C” for collapsed tables (e.g., BO10O1 or C15002).
The collapsed tables cover the same topics as the
base tables, but with fewer categories. Other ACS
data products, such as Subject Tables and Data
Profiles, are created from the Detailed Tables and,
therefore, are not available in the ACS Summary
File.®

The 2005 through 2021 ACS Summary Files were
released in a sequence-based format containing the
estimates and MOEs from the tables in two separate
files. The sequences excluded metadata such as the
titles of the tables, the descriptions of the rows, and
the names of the geographic areas. The metadata
and MOEs were stored in other files that users

had to merge with the data files to reproduce the
complete tables.

Beginning with the 2018 ACS, the U.S. Census
Bureau began testing a streamlined format that
the estimates and MOEs were grouped by table ID.
Under this table-based format, a file is posted for
each table that contains the estimates and MOEs
for all available geographies. Users can easily select
the individual table(s), only needing to merge in

a separate file containing geographic labels to
reproduce the complete table(s). The table-based
format will be the only format available starting with
the 2022 ACS data release.

The ACS Summary File can be challenging to use
and is intended for advanced users who work with
statistical software, like SAS or Python. The Census
Bureau provides SAS programs that can be used to
access and process the data, as well as instructions
for using Excel to merge the geography file with a
sample data table in the Table-Based ACS Summary
File format.* Before using the Summary File, users
should first check if the data of interest are easily
available for download on data.census.gov—the
Census Bureau’s data dissemination platform.®

3 For information about the types of ACS tables that are available,
refer to the U.S. Census Bureau’s “Table IDs Explained” webpage at
<Www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/data-tables/table-
ids-explained.html>.

“U.S. Census Bureau, “Instructions on How to Read American
Community Survey Geography Names into Summary File Tables Using
Excel,” <https:/www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/summary__
file/2021/table-based-SF/documentation/ACS_Table_Based_SF_
Excel_Import%20GEO%20Names_Tool.pdf>.

5 U.S. Census Bureau, “<https://data.census.gov>."

Benefits and Uses of the ACS Summary
File’s Table-Based Format

The table-based format for the ACS Summary File
provides access to each detailed table for all available
geographies. The main benefit of the table-based
format is that for each table, estimates and MOEs are
combined into a single file and only require data users
to merge in a single file of geography labels to create
complete tables. The new format enables data users
to:

¢ Make comparisons across different geographic areas.

« Evaluate the precision of a particular estimate since
each table’s estimates and MOEs are now in a single
file.

¢ Access the ACS data needed since each table is now
in a separate file and the supporting documentation
has been simplified.

* Use either a statistical (e.g., SAS, SPSS, or Python) or
spreadsheet (e.g., Excel) program to work with the
Summary File tables.

The table-based format still allows users the
ability to:

¢ Connect data across tables. For example, calculate
the number of people living in census tracts with at
least 30 percent of the population living in poverty.

 Filter the data based on specified criteria. For
example, only extract data for table totals and
selected estimates.

¢ Recode variables. For example, aggregate data
across several categories or calculate rates and
percentages.

* Produce tabulations across many subjects and
geographies. For example, tables about educational
attainment, poverty, disability, and commuting for all
50 states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico.

Geographies Covered

The ACS Summary File covers geographic areas based
on “summary levels.” Summary levels range from
very large reporting units such as “State,” to much
smaller reporting units, such as “Census Tract.”
Summary levels may nest within other geographic
areas such as “State” to “County” to “Census Tract,”
or they may cross between two or more geographic
hierarchies to produce units that are only portions

of geographic areas. For example, summary level
“State-Place-County” crosses the “State-Place”
hierarchy with the “State-County” hierarchy and
may create units that cover only a portion of one
county.
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Each summary level has an assigned three-digit
summary level code to help data users link each
summary level to its appropriate use in a table, map,
or other data summarization format. Here are some
common summary levels used to identify types of
geographic areas:®

¢ 010 Nation

* 020 Region

* 030 Division

* 040 State

* 050 State-County

¢ 140 State-County-Census Tract

« 250 American Indian Area/Alaska Native Area/
Hawaiian Home Land

» 310 Metropolitan Statistical Area/Micropolitan
Statistical Area

* 500 State-Congressional District

Not all geographic levels are published for all

ACS Summary File datasets. While all available
geographic levels are available for the 5-year files,
some levels are not available for the 1-year datasets
as they may not meet the minimum population
threshold of 65,000. For a list of the most common
geographic levels published for the 1-year and
5-year Summary Files (as well as for the 1-year
Supplemental Files), refer to the “Areas Published”
or “Reference Materials” webpages on the Census
Bureau’s website.”

Many resources are available to help users
understand the ACS geographic terms and
concepts. For additional information, refer to the
Census Bureau’s “About Geographic Areas” and
“Geography and ACS” webpages.®

& A figure showing the complete geographic hierarchy for
standard entities is available in the file “Standard Hierarchy of
Census Geographic Entities” at <https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/
reference/geodiagram.pdf>.

7U.S. Census Bureau, “Areas Published,” <www.census.gov/
programs-surveys/acs/geography-acs/areas-published.html>. To
view the complete list of geographic levels published, refer to the
Census Bureau’s “Reference Materials” webpage at <www.census.gov/
programs-surveys/acs/geography-acs/reference-materials.html>.

8 U.S. Census Bureau, “About Geographic Areas,” <www.census.
gov/programs-surveys/geography/guidance/geo-areas.htmi> and
“Geography & ACS,” <www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/
geography-acs.html>.

Comparing Published Detailed Tables to
the ACS Summary File

The ACS Summary File contains the same data as the
Detailed Tables but in a more flexible format to allow
data users to extract only the desired data.

Figure 1.1 shows an example using a table

from data.census.gov, and Figure 1.2 shows the
corresponding estimates from the Summary File.

The published table includes information such as the
table ID (B17001), the table title “Poverty Status in
the Past 12 Months by Sex by Age,” and the source
file “2021 American Community Survey, 1-year
estimates.” The body of the table provides the
estimates and MOEs for each selected geography
(e.g., Citrus County, Florida). The highlighted box
shows that in 2021, there were 155,317 people whose
poverty status was determined in Citrus County, and
there were 25,014 people whose income in the past 12
months was below the poverty level. (The MOEs for
these estimates were £2,105 and 4,670, respectively.)

As conveyed in Figure 1.2, the Summary File does
not contain any of the metadata included in the
published table. Rather, the file only contains the
geographic identifiers, estimates, and MOEs that are
separated by pipes (i.e., vertical bar symbols).

Data Release Schedule and Notable
Changes to the Summary File

You can learn more details about each data release

by visiting the ACS Data Releases webpage on the
Census Bureau’s website.® This webpage includes

links to a schedule, notes about new estimates or new
guidance, and technical information about geography
and product changes. Check the updated data release
information before using the Summary File as changes
may impact the tables or geographies. You can also
browse notes from previous years.

¢ U.S. Census Bureau, “Data Releases,” <www.census.gov/
programs-surveys/acs/news/data-releases.html>.
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Figure 1.1. Excerpt From 2021 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates on Data.census.gov

CUnited States® Search /I8 @
ensus
All Tables Maps Pages
Yo American Community Survey
"° B17001|POVERTY STATUS IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS BY SEX BY AGE
nEIP 2021: ACS 1-Year Estimates Detailed Tables | Universe: Population for whom poverty status is determined
p | FPFE %= x| & % | ol@E8 e 5|k
Notes Geos Years Topics Surveys Codes Hide Transpose  Margin of Error Restore Excel CSV ZIP Share Print Map
Citrus County, Florida
Label Estimate Margin of Error
W Total: 155,317 +2,105
W Income in the past 12 months below poverty level: 25,014 +4,670
v Male: 12,438 +2,686
Under 5 years 747 *570
5 years 107 127
6 to 11 years 1,215 +980
12 to 14 years 576 +541
15 years 181 +198

16 and 17 years 689 +404
18 to 24 years 877 +738

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2021 American Community Survey, 1-year estimates Detailed Tables, Table B17001, <https://data.census.gov/table?
q=B17001:+POVERTY+STATUS+IN+THE+PAST+12+MONTHS+BY +SEX+BY+AGE&g=050XX00US12017&tid=ACSDT1Y2021.B17001>.

Figure 1.2. Excerpt From 2021 American Community Survey 1-Year Summary File

0500000US09015|112082|1129|13789|3496|5507|1778|382|362|119|166|1404|900|214| 266 | 5¢
0500000US10001 |179342|941|22146|4315|8732|1880|1918|863|484|424|1126|503|273|250|0
0500000US10003|555211|1437|62599|6633 | 26806 | 3485|2510 (1120|1063 |670|3551|1418|1405
0500000US10005 | 244122 |668|28705|4214|12033| 2085|1333 |665|592|407|1196|641|900|583 |¢
0500000US11001 | 637491 |1884|105007 | 8772 |44023|3963|4245|1302|463|568|4243|1200|3360
0500000US12001 | 2658812009 | 51142 |5641|23645|3022|869|555|480|434|353|268|421]|355|6¢
0500000US12005|176731|813|24005|3863|11265|2442|1775|759|303|444|1730|759|823| 608+
0500000US12009 | 6104461216 | 67665 | 7890 | 29804 | 4396 | 3692|1913 | 300|284 |3081|1372|1010]:
0500000US12011|1912890|4036|241133|15249|111157|8376|9904| 2240|1954 |1073|10824 | 251¢
0500000US12015|190061 288920613 |4242|8512|2308|751|443|158|215|566|476]231|215]|19¢
0500000US12017 155317|2165|25014|4670“12438|2686[747|570|167|127[1215|989]576|541|:
0500000US12019[219230[1852[15650 4004|6755 | 2098|586 |444|12|25|643|640|328|353|749 ]!
0500000US12021 | 382645 |1418|40874|8756|21653|5115|915|922|121|202|2857|1159|1824 | 94¢
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2021 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, 1-year Summary File (table-based), Table B17001 (truncated).

The complete file is available on the Census Bureau’s website at <www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/summary_file/2021/table-
based-SF/data/1TYRData/acsdtly2021-b17001.dat>.
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