
This presentation is approximately one hour. 

We are going to look at the data and methodologies of 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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The sample was increased to about 3.54 million addresses in 2011 .   
Unweighted responses - 1,917,799   to HU - 131,791,065. In California,  
we end up with unweighted 176,551 (1.3%) which is weighted to 13,682,976. 
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Data for the American Community Survey are collected continuously 
throughout the year.  Interviews conducted between January 1st and 
December 31st of a given year are aggregated to produce annual estimates 
for that calendar year. For example, interviews conducted between January 
1st and December 31st of 2010 were aggregated to produce estimates for 
2010.

Data are released annually.
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• 2010 Census results were used to create the intercensal estimates for 
2000-2009 

• Also were used to create simple extrapolated estimates for 2010 

• Both of the above were used in processing the 2010 data products last 
year. 

• 2011 will use the first post-censals based on 2010
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American Community Survey period estimates describe the average 
characteristics of the population or housing over a specified period of 
time. In the case of American Community Survey one-year estimates, 
the period is the calendar year. 

For example, the 2011 American Community Survey data describe the 
population and characteristics of an area from January 1, 2011 
through December 31, 2011, not for any specific day within the year. 

The American Community Survey collects survey information 
continuously nearly every day of the year and then aggregates the 
results over a specific time period – one year, three years, or five 
years.  

The data collection is spread evenly across the entire period 
represented so as not to over-represent any particular month or year 
within the period.  
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American Community Survey period estimates describe the average 
characteristics of the population or housing over a specified period of 
time. In the case of American Community Survey one-year estimates, 
the period is the calendar year. 

For example, the 2011 American Community Survey data describe the 
population and characteristics of an area from January 1, 2011 
through December 31, 2011, not for any specific day within the year. 

The American Community Survey collects survey information 
continuously nearly every day of the year and then aggregates 
the results over a specific time period – one year, three years, or 
five years.   There is no “base year” the estimates represent the 
entire time period. 



Each time period has a different population threshold.  Larger areas 
will be available in each survey period – areas of 65,000+ will also be 
available in the 3- and 5-year files; areas of 20,000+ will be available 
in the 5-year file.     

Note that at these thresholds, we will get all counties in CA only in the 
5-year file.

Census will have data down to the block level. 
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EEO special file  
http://www.census.gov/people/eeotabulation/data/eeoupcoming.html

CTPP:  http://ctpp.transportation.org/ 
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When the ACS data are released, they will be published with a margin of 
error.  The margin of error is for a 90% confidence interval – 1.65 times the 
standard error.  The MOE is a measure of how close an estimate is to the 
actual figure.   The smaller the MOE, the better the estimate.  

Note that sample data from the 2000 Census also has a margin of error but 
the Census Bureau never published it.  

Margin of Error (MOE) Since these data are based upon survey responses, 
they are subject to error.  This error is expressed using the margin of error 
(MOE) at a 90% confidence interval.  This MOE is added and subtracted to 
the estimate to represent a range within which we are 90% sure the actual 
value occurs.  The MOE relative to the estimate may act as a measure of the 
quality of the estimate.  An estimate with a MOE which is 50% or more of 
that estimate should be considered unreliable. 
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Note the “(X)” for the MOE of the universe.  Also the percent does not show 
100% but the actual count.  This tells you that the data below are the percent 
of that number. 
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Looking at these data for a single census tract – Tract 12 in Sacramento –
we see that the data for unemployed is borderline and the data for Armed 
Forces are unreliable.   

This comparison between the MOE and the estimate is NOT done on AFF –
this is something the user must do in their analysis of the reliability of the 
data. 
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Your use of the ACS will be a balancing act.  The choices posed for using 
multiyear estimates is more than simply a choice between using the one-
year or the multiyear estimates, because for many areas there will also be 
the choice of which multiyear estimate to use, three- or five-year. 

For small areas, only five-year estimates are released, but for larger areas, 
each annual release will provide one-, three-, and five-year estimates.  For 
example, in 2010, there will be three sets of commuting data for San Diego 
County – one-year estimates for 2009, three-year estimates reflecting 2007-
2009, and five-year estimates for the period of 2005-2009.  Users need to 
decide which is the most appropriate for their needs including the 
requirements of the grant application. 

In making this choice, you need to consider the tradeoff between currency 
and reliability. The three-year and five-year estimates for an area have larger 
samples and smaller margins of error than the one-year estimates, but they 
are less current because the larger samples include data that were collected 
in earlier years.  The main advantage of using multiyear estimates is the 
increased statistical reliability for smaller geographic areas and small 
population groups. 

There are no hard-and-fast rules on choosing between one-, three-, and five-
year data, but the margins of error provided with ACS data can help data 
users decide on the tradeoff between currency and reliability. 
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To aggregate an estimate, simply sum the estimates together.
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To aggregate an estimate, simply sum the estimates together.
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To aggregate an estimate, simply sum the estimates together.
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NOTE:  Tables that start with B or C are available on the Summary File.  But 
“S” tables and “DP” Data Profiles are on American FactFinder only.   So the 
S and DP tables are NOT available for block groups. 
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To aggregate an estimate, simply sum the estimates together.

However, you cannot simply sum the MOEs together.  Here’s the actual 
formula.

We square the published MOEs for the each estimate, add them together, 
and take the square root.

Covariances are not published and not easy for users to approximate on 
their own.  Therefore, the approximation given at the bottom of the slide is 
what is given in all the documentation.     Basically the covariance term is 
ignored.

You should try to minimize the number of estimates that you add up.  For 
example, rather than adding up 8 census tracts,  perhaps this is a CDP plus 
one tract.  
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Note that the MOE for a percent is not shown with a percent sign –
because this is not a percent but the percentage points by which the 
MOE of the percentage should be changed. 
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