
Let’s take an in-depth look at the data variables available in 
the Decennial Censuses and the American Community 
Survey. 
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You can see that most of these variables are familiar.  

Those with an asterisk “*” and in red are collected in both the ACS and 
the 2010 Census.  If you need only these characteristics, it is better to 
use the Census right now since we are so close to the census date.   

Items in blue are only collected in the ACS
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Respondents sometimes round a person’s age up if they were close to 
having a birthday. For most single years of age, the misstatements are 
largely offsetting. The problem is most pronounced at age 0. Also, there may 
have been more rounding up to age 1 to avoid reporting age as 0 years. 
(Age in completed months was not collected for infants under age 1.) Editing 
procedures correct this problem. 

Age heaping is a common age misreporting error. Age heaping is the 
tendency for people to overreport ages (or years of birth) that end in certain 
digits (commonly digits “0” or “5”) and underreport ages or years of birth 
ending in other digits. The two-part question helps minimize the effect of age 
heaping on the final tabulations. 
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Note the three fill-ins.

Note that Hispanic is NOT one of the choices for race.  
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The actual race categories required are stipulated by the U.S. Office of 
Management and Budget
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Most race tables are for “alone” categories. 
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The concept “race alone or in combination” includes people who reported a 
single race alone (e.g., Asian) and people who reported that race in 
combination with one or more of the other major race groups (e.g., White, 
Black or African American, American Indian and Alaska Native, Native 
Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, and Some Other Race). The concept 
“race alone or in combination” concept, therefore, represents the maximum 
number of people who reported as that race group, either alone or in 
combination with one or more additional race(s). The sum of the six 
individual race “alone-or-in-combination” categories may add to more than 
the total population because people who reported more than one race were 
tallied in each race category. 

This also applies to detailed race groups, such as American Indian and 
Alaska Native tribes, detailed Asian groups, and detailed Pacific Islander 
groups. For example, Korean alone or in any combination includes people 
who reported a single response (e.g., Korean), people who reported Korean 
and another Asian group (e.g., Korean and Vietnamese), and people who 
reported Korean in combination with one or more other non-Asian race 
groups 
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When comparing the “alone” with “in combination” notice:

The total populations do not match – combination is higher – because
persons with multiple races are counted multiple times. 
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When looking for race data in your program, ask yourself – “How do I 
need to count Hispanics?”
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People who identify their origin as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish may be any 
race.  So if you use a race table that is not Hispanic exclusive and then add 
in the Hispanics, you will be double-counting the Hispanics. 

In general, programs will use the Hispanic exclusive data unless the 
program targets a specific group, such as American Indians, then it 
may be more appropriate to count all Amer Indians, including those 
also Hispanic.  

So if your tables have a total that is higher than the population of the area, 
ask yourself, “where are the Hispanics?”.
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Group quarters are places where people live or stay in a group living 
arrangement, which are owned or managed by an entity or organization 
providing housing and/or services for the residents. This is not a typical 
household-type living arrangement. These services may include custodial or 
medical care as well as other types of assistance, and residency is 
commonly restricted to those receiving these services. People living in group 
quarters are usually not related to each other. 
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Although the definition by the Census Bureau refers to participation in 
the labor force, it may be easier to think of this as the occupants are 
not free to come and go or need care.  

NOTE:  Persons in Institutional Group quarters are not included in the 
poverty universe.  So if you are looking at poverty data for the elderly, 
keep in mind that those in skilled nursing homes are not included. 
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The Census Bureau is in the process of improving the way the 
estimate the GQ pop in the ACS.  If you need a count by type of GQ, 
you will need to go to the decennial census.  
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The ACS does not have a classification for “registered domestic 
partners”
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Own children and related children are frequently used in the data 
tables.  
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The Census Bureau has released data on same sex households from 
the 2010 census –

http://2010.census.gov/news/press-kits/same-sex/20110927-same-
sex.html . 
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Run through some examples: 

Man – GF – her child  (the woman and her child is a sub-family which 
is not tabulated separately in the ACS or Census) 

Man – GF – his child

Same sex partner household 
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Typical types of households in data tabulation.

For some tables, there is also an indication in each Family 
type about the presence of children by age.  <5, 5-17 or <18.

In the family household with no spouse present – this not 
necessarily a count of single parents because the relative 
to make it a family does not have to be a child.  

Look for tabulations by family type that show the number of 
“own children”.  For example P38 in the 2010 Census SF1  
NEXT PAGE
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In the single householder family – this not necessarily a 
count of single parents because the relative to make it a 
family does not have to be a child. 

Look for tabulations by family type that show the number of 
“own children”.  For example P38

THIS IS THE END OF THE BASICS WHICH ARE IN 
BOTH THE ACS AND CENSUS.  NOW ONTO THE 
ACS ONLY – SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS.
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The instructions further specified that schooling completed in foreign or 
ungraded school systems should be reported as the equivalent level of 
schooling in the regular American system. 

The instructions specified that certificates or diplomas for training in specific 
trades or from vocational, technical or business schools were not to be 
reported. Honorary degrees awarded for a respondent's accomplishments 
were not to be reported. 
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Veteran status is not linked to their discharge status. 

These data are used by the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) to plan the 
locations and sizes of veterans’ cemeteries. 

Period of service  B21002

Since the service-connected disability status and ratings was added in 2008 
it is currently only available in the 1-year and 3-year data files. 
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Since the disability status was added in 2008 it is currently only available in 
the 1-year and 3-year data files.   It will be available for all levels of 
geography in a 5-year file beginning with the 2008-2012 file to be released in 
late 2013.
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Since the disability status was changed in 2008 it is currently only available 
in the 1-year and 3-year data files.   It will be available for all levels of 
geography in a 5-year file beginning with the 2008-2012 file to be released in 
late 2013.  Disability data in the ACS from 2008 forward is not comparable 
with pre-2008 data – including the 2000 census. 

Disability status is determined from the answers from these six types of 
difficulty. 

• For children under 5 years old, hearing and vision difficulty are used to 
determine disability status. 

• For children between the ages of 5 and 14, disability status is determined 
from hearing, vision, cognitive, ambulatory, and self-care difficulties. 

• For people aged 15 years and older, they are considered to have a 
disability if they have difficulty with any one of the six difficulty types. 

Self-identified, no doctor certification 
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Instructions mailed with the American Community Survey questionnaire 
instructed respondents to mark “Yes” on Question 14a if they sometimes or 
always spoke a language other than English at home, and “No” if a language 
was spoken only at school – or if speaking was limited to a few expressions 
or slang. For Question 14b, respondents printed the name of the non-English 
language they spoke at home. If the person spoke more than one non-
English language, they reported the language spoken most often. If the 
language spoken most frequently could not be determined, the respondent 
reported the language learned first. 

Table B16001 – 39 languages by ability.   Only Vietnamese, Korean, 
Chinese, Thai, Mon-Khmer & Cambodian, Laotian, and Armenian have 50% 
or more in each group that do not speak English well. 

If someone cannot speak/read English and do not complete their ACS 
survey, the Census Bureau will send out an enumerator with the language 
skills or they will be sent the questionnaire instructions in another language.   
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START OF THE ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS.
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The ACS collects data throughout the year on an on-going, monthly basis 
and asks for a respondent's income over the "past 12 months." Census 
2000, however, collected the income data for a fixed period of time -- "during 
1999" (the last calendar year). 

For example, the 2010 ACS 1-year data reflect incomes over 2009-2010, the 
2008-2010 ACS 3-year data reflect incomes over 2007-2010, and the 2006-
2010 ACS 5-year data reflect incomes over 2005-2010. 

Comparing income for the annual 1-year ACS means there is some overlap 
in the time periods – 2011 ACS = 2010-2011 and 2010 ACS = 2009-2010.
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Although the household income statistics cover the past 12 months, the 
characteristics of individuals and the composition of households refer to the 
time of interview. 

Thus, the income of the household does not include amounts received by 
individuals who were members of the household during all or part of the past 
12 months if these individuals no longer resided in the household at the time 
of interview. Similarly, income amounts reported by individuals who did not 
reside in the household during the past 12 months but who were members of 
the household at the time of interview are included. However, the 
composition of most households was the same during the past 12 months as 
at the time of interview. 

Earnings are calculated for 16+ because that is the universe for labor force.  
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Although the household income statistics cover the past 12 months, the 
characteristics of individuals and the composition of households refer to the 
time of interview. Thus, the income of the household does not include 
amounts received by individuals who were members of the household during 
all or part of the past 12 months if these individuals no longer resided in the 
household at the time of interview. Similarly, income amounts reported by 
individuals who did not reside in the household during the past 12 months 
but who were members of the household at the time of interview are 
included. However, the composition of most households was the same 
during the past 12 months as at the time of interview. 

Gini – Sierra County 0.389 to San Fran 0.507.
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Because the income questions specify a period covering the last 12 months, 
the appropriate poverty thresholds are determined by multiplying the base-
year poverty thresholds (1982) by the average of the monthly inflation factors 
for the 12 months preceding the data collection. See the table in Appendix A 
titled “Poverty Thresholds in 1982, by Size of Family and Number of Related 
Children Under 18 Years (Dollars),” for appropriate base thresholds. See the 
table “The 2010 Poverty Factors” in Appendix A for the appropriate 
adjustment based on interview month.

For example, consider a family of three with one child under 18 years of age, 
interviewed in July 2010 and reporting a total family income of $14,000 for 
the last 12 months (July 2009 to June 2010). The base year (1982) threshold 
for such a family is $7,765, while the average of the 12 inflation factors is 
2.24574 Multiplying $7,765 by 2.24574 determines the appropriate poverty 
threshold for this family type, which is $17,438 Comparing the family’s 
income of $14,000 with the poverty threshold shows that the family and all 
people in the family are considered to have been in poverty. 
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What is an unrelated individual?

39



The total population from the 2010 ACS is 37,349,363  so 755,991 people 
are not included in the poverty universe.  So the “Total” is the total of the 
universe for this table, NOT the total population 
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In the 2000 census, the reference week was “last week” but since 
most census forms were completed in April and May, the time period is 
not as spread out as it is for the ACS.

The number employed includes 1 and 3.  Unemployed are 2 and 4.
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Employed – all civilians 16 years old and over who either (1) were “at work,” 
that is, those who did any work at all during the reference week as paid 
employees, worked in their own business or profession, worked on their own 
farm, or worked 15 hours or more as unpaid workers on a family farm or in a 
family business; or (2) were “with a job but not at work,” that is, those who 
did not work during the reference week but had jobs or businesses from 
which they were temporarily absent due to illness, bad weather, industrial 
dispute, vacation, or other personal reasons. 

Unemployed – All civilians 16 years old and over if they (1) were neither “at 
work” nor “with a job but not at work” during the reference week, and (2) 
were actively looking for work during the last 4 weeks, and (3) were available 
to start a job. Also included as unemployed are civilians who did not work at 
all during the reference week, were waiting to be called back to a job from 
which they had been laid off, and were available for work except for 
temporary illness. 

Not in Labor Force – All people 16 years old and over who are not in the 
labor force. This category consists mainly of students, homemakers, retired 
workers, seasonal workers interviewed in an off season.
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Be careful – in some ACS tabulations, such as DP3 – Economic 
Characteristics, the percent of the unemployed is the unemployed as a 
percent of the total population 16+ - this is NOT the unemployment rate. 
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Occupational data are collected from the unemployed to be used the 
Equal Employment Opportunity/Affirmative Action programs.  They are 
added to the employed data to develop an “experienced labor force” –
persons who are currently employed or have been employed in the 
last five years.  

However in ACS tabulations of occupation, the universe is the civilian 
employed population 16+.  
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START OF THE HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS
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Kitchen Facilities:  need all three to be classified as “complete kitchen”  but 
need not be in the same room. 

Plumbing Facilities:  if lacking one, classified as “lacking complete plumbing 
facilities“

Use caution for both when comparing pre-2008 ACS with 2008-current as 
there was a wording change in the question which resulted in some 
inconsistencies. 
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In censuses prior to 2000, financial housing data were provided for  specified 
units.  “Specified units” exclude mobile homes, houses with a business or 
medical office, houses on 10 or more acres, and housing units in multiunit 
buildings.   In the 2000 census, there were tabulations for specified units and 
for all units.  Data from the ACS can be compared to the 2000  census 
tabulations for all units but not to prior censuses. 
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Gross rent is intended to eliminate differentials that result from varying 
practices with respect to the inclusion of utilities and fuels as part of the 
rental payment. The estimated costs of water and sewer, and fuels are 
reported on a 12-month basis but are converted to monthly figures for the 
tabulations. 

“No rent paid” units are separately identified in the rent 
tabulations. Such units are generally provided free by friends 
or relatives or in exchange for services such as resident 
manager, caretaker, minister, or tenant farmer. Housing units 
on military bases also are classified in the “No rent paid” 
category. “Rented” includes units in continuing care, 
sometimes called life care arrangements. These 
arrangements usually involve a contract between one or 
more individuals and a health services provider guaranteeing 
the individual shelter, usually a house or apartment, and 
services, such as meals or transportation to shopping or 
recreation. 
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