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The American Community Survey
Introduction to the American Community Survey
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census.gov/data/academy/webinars/2023/introduction-to-the-acs.html 
census.gov/data/academy/courses/discovering-the-american-community-survey.html
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• Best practices

• ACS statistical testing

• Resources for learning more

American Community Survey Best Practices
Outline
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• The nation’s most current, reliable, and accessible data source for local 
statistics on critical planning topics such as age, children, veterans, 
commuting, education, income, and employment

• Surveys 3.5 million addresses and helps inform how trillions of dollars in 
federal funds are distributed each year

• Covers 40+ topics, supports over 300 evidence-based federal 
government uses

• Three key annual data releases:
• 1-year Estimates (for large populations, geographies of 65,000+ 

population)
• 1-year Supplemental Estimates (for small populations, geographies 

of 20,000+ population)
• 5-year Estimates (for very small populations, geographies down to 

Census Tracts and Block Groups)
• Officially started in 2005 (1-year estimates= 2005; 5-year 2005-2009).
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American Community Survey Best Practices 
The Foundation



ACS data are collected continuously throughout the year via:
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The American Community Survey
ACS Data Collection Process

Internet In-Person VisitsMail1 2 3

Self-Response Non-Response
Follow-up



Estimated Population of 
Geographic Area 1-Year Estimates

1-Year Supplemental 
Estimates 5-Year Estimates

65,000 or more X X X

20,000 to 64,999 X X

Less than 20,000 X

Typical Release Month
(Occurs in the calendar year 
after data collection)

September October December

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/news/data-releases.html
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American Community Survey Best Practices
Availability of Data Products



1-Year 
Estimates

5-Year 
Estimates

Currency X
Looking at large populations X
Precision X
Looking at smaller populations X

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/estimates
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American Community Survey Best Practices
Best Use of Data Products



census.gov/acs
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ACS Main Page



census.gov/acs/www/about/why-we-ask-each-question
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American Community Survey Best Practices
Why We Ask



census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data.html
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American Community Survey Best Practices
Data Tables and Tools



• American Community Survey (ACS) foundations

• Best practices

• ACS statistical testing

• Resources for learning more

American Community Survey Best Practices
Outline

11



12

American Community Survey Best Practices
Comparison Guidance

DO DO NOT 
Use of ACS population characteristics (i.e., 
percentages, means, medians, rates) are 
preferred, but ACS counts can be used

Use ACS for population totals (instead use 
decennial census or the Population 
Estimates Program)

Compare non-overlapping datasets (i.e.,
2013-2017 to 2018-2022)

Compare overlapping datasets (i.e., 2017-
2021 to 2018-2022)

Compare similar period lengths (i.e., 1-
year to 1-year and 5-year to 5-year)

Compare estimates from different period 
lengths (i.e., 1-year to 5-year)

Conduct statistical testing when making 
comparisons between estimates

Look at estimates alone to decide if they 
are higher or lower than one another

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/comparing-acs-data.html



Definition: An MOE is a measure of the possible variation of the estimate around the population value

• At a given confidence level, the estimate and actual population value will differ by no more than the MOE

• 90% confidence level is the Census standard and ACS MOEs are provided in the same unit as the estimate

Example: How many males under age 5 live in MD?

Lower bound = 180,371 – 2,215 = 178,156

Upper bound = 180,371 + 2,215 = 182,586

We are 90% confident the true number of males 
under age 5 in Maryland falls between 178,156 and 
182,586.
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American Community Survey Best Practices
What is the Margin of Error (MOE)?

2022 ACS 1-year Table B01001



Definition: An MOE is a measure of the possible variation of the estimate around the population value

• At a given confidence level, the estimate and actual population value will differ by no more than the MOE

• 90% confidence level is the Census standard and ACS MOEs are provided in the same unit as the estimate
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American Community Survey Best Practices
What is the Margin of Error (MOE)?

To convert from the MOE to the standard error (SE) divide by 1.645. 
Standard Error = Margin of Error / 1.645

MOE for 90% (Census standard)= SE * 1.645
MOE for 95%= SE * 1.96
MOE for 99%= SE * 2.575

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/technical-documentation/code-lists.html

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/technical-documentation/code-lists.html


• 90% confidence level is the Census standard and ACS MOEs are provided in the same unit as the estimate
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American Community Survey Best Practices
Converting to different confidence levels

Example: How many males under age 5 live in MD, with a 95% confidence level?

MOE for 90%= 2,215

1. Convert from the MOE to the standard error (SE)

• SE = Margin of Error / 1.645

• SE =2,215 / 1.645 = 1,346.50

2. Multiply SE * 1.96 to get MOE at 95% confidence level

• MOE= SE * 1.96

• MOE = 1,346.50 * 1.96 = 2,639

3. Subtract and add MOE to estimate to get new lower and upper bounds

• Lower bound = 180,371 – 2,639 = 177,732

• Upper bound = 180,371 + 2,639 = 183,010

We are 95% confident the true number of males under age 5 in Maryland falls between 177,730 and 183,012.

MOE for 90% (Census standard)= SE * 1.645
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American Community Survey Best Practices
Converting to different confidence levels

Example: How many males under age 5 live in MD?

90% confidence (Census Bureau standard)

• Lower bound = 180,371 – 2,215 = 178,156

• Upper bound = 180,371 + 2,215 = 182,586

We are 90% confident the true number of males under age 5 in Maryland falls between 178,156 and 182,586.

95% confidence 

• Lower bound = 180,371 – 2,639 = 177,732

• Upper bound = 180,371 + 2,639 = 183,010

We are 95% confident the true number of males under age 5 in Maryland falls between 177,732 and 183,010.
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• Definition: A test to determine if a difference is unlikely to occur by 
chance

• To be “significantly different”, there must be statistical evidence that 
there is a difference between two estimates

• Testing should be conducted for all comparisons
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American Community Survey Best Practices
What is Statistical Testing?



census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/statistical-testing-tool.html
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American Community Survey Best Practices
Statistical Testing Tool
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American Community Survey Best Practices
Comparison profiles on data.census.gov
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/technical-documentation.html
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American Community Survey Best Practices
Technical Documentation



census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/information-for.html

American Community Survey Best Practices
Information for… 

23

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/information-for/equity.html

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/information-for/researchers.html

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/information-for/equity.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/information-for/researchers.html
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American Community Survey Best Practices
Stay Connected

Sign Up for 
Email Updates

Share Your ACS 
Data Story



American Community Survey Best Practices
Find Answers, Get Support
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Website
census.gov/acs

Census Academy 
census.gov/academy

ACS Data User Support 
acso.users.support@census.gov

Social Media
@uscensusbureau
#ACSdata

Census Customer Service Center
800-923-8282

Source Us
U.S. Census Bureau, [YYYY – YYYY] American 
Community Survey
[1/5]-year [estimates/statistics/data release]

mailto:acso.users.support@census.gov
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