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ACS Basics 

 Ongoing monthly survey sent to 3.5 million 

addresses per year to produce detailed 

population and housing estimates each year 

 Fully implemented in 2005 as replacement for 

the long form every ten years. 

 Designed to produce critical information on 

small areas and small population groups 

previously collected on the decennial long form 

 Covers 35+ topics and supports over 300 

known Federal Government uses 

 Data released twice annually  

 1-year estimates (Released in September) 

 5-year estimates (Released in December) 
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ACS Content 
 

 

Ancestry 

Citizenship Status 

Disability Status 

Educational Attainment 

Fertility 

Grandparents 

Language Spoken at Home 

Marital Status 

Migration 

Place of Birth 

School Enrollment 

Veteran Status 

Year of Entry 

Social 

 

Class of Worker  

Commuting to Work 

Employment Status 

Food Stamps (SNAP) 

Health Insurance 

Hours/Week, Weeks/Year 

Income 

Industry & Occupation 

 

 

Age 

Hispanic Origin 

Race 

Relationship 

Sex 

 

35+ Topics 1000+ Tables 11 Billion Estimates 

Economic 

Demographic  

 

 

Computer & Internet Use 

Costs (Mortgage, Taxes, Insurance) 

Heating Fuel  

Home Value 

Occupancy Status 

Plumbing/Kitchen Facilities 

Structure Type 

Tenure (Own/Rent) 

Utilities 

Vehicles 

Year Built/ Year Moved In 

Housing 
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Census Geographic Concepts 

Nation 

Regions 

States 

Counties 

Census Tracts 

Block Groups 

Congressional 

Districts 

American Indian/ 

Alaska Native Areas/  

Hawaiian Home Lands 

Urban Areas 
Metropolitan and 

Micropolitan Areas 

Zip Code 

Tabulation 

Areas 

Places School 

Districts 

Public Use 

Microdata 

Areas 

(PUMAs) 

Alaska 

Native 

Regional 

Areas 

State 

Legislative 

Districts 

930,000  

Geographic Areas 
35,000+ 

Communities 
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Availability of ACS Data Products 

Estimated 
Population of 
Geographic Area 

1-Year 
Estimates 

5-Year 
Estimates 

65,000 or more X X 

Less than 65,000 X 

Release Date September December 
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API Basics 
 API stands for Application Programming Interface 

 The API is a service that exposes data in a standardized way 

 This allows developers to reduce the learning curve by 

standardizing the API query language across multiple datasets 

 An efficient way to query data directly from Census servers 

without software 

 Used to build mobile and Web applications 

 Alternative to File Transfer Protocol (FTP) - Download only the 

variables and geographies you need 

 

 

 
8 



API Basics 

 Benefits of using the Census API include: 

 Query data directly from Census Servers 

 Download only the variables and geographies you need 

 Connects to statistical analysis software like R 

 No need to host data on another server 

 Drives interactive data visualizations 
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Examples of Apps that Use the 

Census Data API 

Cornell University 

Poverty Example 
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http://pad.human.cornell.edu/Unlisted/uncertaintymap_fullinfo_api_B17001.cfm
http://pad.human.cornell.edu/Unlisted/uncertaintymap_fullinfo_api_B17001.cfm


Examples of Apps that Use the 

Census Data API 

Pop Clock 
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https://www.census.gov/popclock/?intcmp=home_pop


Census Web Applications 
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Datasets Available 
 Census Bureau’s most popular aggregate datasets: 

 ACS Estimates 

 1, 3, 5-Year Products, Supplemental Tables, Summary Files, 

Data Profiles 

 Economic Indicators Time Series 

 Decennial Census (SF1/SF3) 1990, 2000, 2010 

 Economic Census 2007, 2012 

 CBP and Nonemployer Statistics 2011-13 

 Population Estimates 2013, 2014 and Projections 2012-2060 

 Business Dynamics Statistics 1972-2012 

 Complete list located: http://api.census.gov/data.html 
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http://api.census.gov/data.html
http://api.census.gov/data.html
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What an API URL Looks Like 
http://api.census.gov/data/2014/acs1?get=NAME,B01001_001E&for=state:* 
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Build the URL 
1) Identify the dataset you want to use 

 http://www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets.html 

2) Identify items needed  

 Variables names /variables.html 

 Geography codes (usually FIPS) 

3) Build the query 

 ?get=variable,names,separated,by,commas 

 &for=geography level:code 

4) Put it all together 
 http://api.census.gov/data/2014/acs1?get=NAME,B01001_001E&for=state:* 
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https://www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets.html
https://www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets.html
https://www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets.html
https://www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets.html


API Data Sets 
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API Data Sets 

18 



ACS Variables 
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How To Do a Query 

http://api.census.gov/data/2014/acs1?get=

NAME,B01001_001E&for=state:* 

 

1. Start your query with: 

http://api.census.gov/data 
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How To Do a Query 

http://api.census.gov/data/2014/acs1?get=

NAME,B01001_001E&for=state:* 

 

2. Add the data year to the URL. This is 

usually the year the data were 

collected. 
Skip this step for Time Series datasets. 
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How To Do a Query 

http://api.census.gov/data/2014/acs1?get=

NAME,B01001_001E&for=state:* 

 

3. Add the datset name. 
A full list is available here: http://api.census.gov/data.html 
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How To Do a Query 

http://api.census.gov/data/2014/acs1?get=

NAME,B01001_001E&for=state:* 

 

4. Start your query with a ? 
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How To Do a Query 

http://api.census.gov/data/2014/acs1?get=

NAME,B01001_001E&for=state:* 

 

5. Add variables. 
A full list is available here: 

http://api.census.gov/data/2014/acs1/variables.html 

 

25 



How To Do a Query 

http://api.census.gov/data/2014/acs1?get=

NAME,B01001_001E&for=state:* 

 

6. Add geography. 
A full list is available here: 

http://api.census.gov/data/2014/acs1/geography.html 
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Output 

Returns data in json format that looks 

like this: 
[["NAME","B01001_001E","state"], 

["Alabama","4849377","01"], 

["Alaska","736732","02"], 

["Arizona","6731484","04"], 

["Arkansas","2966369","05"], 

["California","38802500","06"]… 

 

The response for all queries is formatted as a two dimensional JSON array 

where the first row provides column names and subsequent rows provide 

data values. 
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Register for a Key 

28 



Resources 
 Dataset Discovery tool: 

 http://api.census.gov/data.html 

 http://api.census.gov/data.xml 

 http://api.census.gov/data.json 

 Census developer page: 

 http://www.census.gov/developers/ 

 Convert JSON to CSV data: 

 http://www.convertcsv.com/json-to-csv.htm 
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Source Us! 
U.S. Census Bureau’s [YYYY-YYYY] American Community 

Survey [1/3/5]-year [estimates/statistics/data release] 
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Sign up for and manage alerts at 

https://public.govdelivery.com/acco

unts/USCENSUS/subscriber/new 

 

 

More information on the American 

Community Survey: 

http://www.census.gov/acs 

 

 

 

facebook.com/uscensusbureau 

 

 

twitter.com/uscensusbureau 

 

 
 

youtube.com/user/uscensusbureau 

 

 
 

instagram.com/uscensusbureau 

 

 

pinterest.com/uscensusbureau 

 

 

 

  

 

 

         

 

Continue the Conversation #ACSdata 

(800) 923-8282 or  

(301) 763-1405  

 

acso.users.support@census.gov 
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https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USCENSUS/subscriber/new
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ACS Data Users Group 

 Purpose:  

 Improve understanding of the value and utility of ACS data.  

 Promote information sharing among data users about key ACS data 
issues and applications 

 Membership is free and open to all interested ACS data users 

 Webinars and special sessions at professional meetings 
planned 

 Users group website and online community 

 API Group at: 

https://acsdatacommunity.prb.org/acs-data-products--
resources/api/f/15/t/158 

 

http://www.acsdatausers.org/ 
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Need Local Stats? 

 Assistance Near You! 

 

Our regional data staff can help 

you access local statistics from 

the ACS or offer training to help 

build your skills. Contact us at 

the following address: 

clmso.ddb.questions@ 

census.gov 
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