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Supplemental Update – Transitioning to American Community Survey Data and 2010 Census 

The U.S. Census Bureau has been reorganizing the collection and structure of its data over the course of 

the last decade. Along with the standard Decennial Census, there is now an American Community 

Survey administered each year. This supplemental guide to the “Collecting Census Data” tab of the 

Transportation and Housing Alliance Toolkit is intended to assist toolkit users through this transition, 

providing step-by-step instructions for accessing and working with both of these census products. 

Which Census Product Should You Use? 

U.S. Census data is integral assessing your communities’ needs, giving the most thorough and precise 

demographic portrait available of whatever geographical unit is being analyzed. Now that there are two 

data products to choose between, you must have a grasp of the benefits and constraints of each to 

understand which meets your specific needs. 

Your options: 

1. 2010 Decennial Census 

A census of all households is still being taken every ten years, as it has been in the United States since 

1790, a year after President Washington’s inauguration. However, the 2010 Decennial Census is much 

more constrained in scope than those taken in recent history. Between 1940 and 2000, all households 

were given a “short-form” with very basic questions such as sex and race, but a smaller number received 

a “long-form” asking about their commute, their disability status, and several other individual and 

household characteristics. Statistical models were used to make estimates about the entire population 

based on this sample. The “short-form” was still collected in 2010, but the “long form” has now been 

replaced by the American Community Survey (ACS). 

The 2010 Decennial Census is useful if you are looking for population counts, race, age, basic 

information on housing types, and sexes in your community. There are several benefits to using the 

2010 Decennial Census. Because the information has been collected every decade in the same way, you 

can easily follow the long-term trends in your community. All data is available for all geographical levels 

down to individual census blocks, and the sheer number of participants makes it the most reliable data 

around. The federal government determines its funding allocations and voting districts based on this 

data, so it has to be good! 

However, if you are looking to analyze and map any other features of your community, you will have to 

turn to the ACS. 

2. American Community Survey (ACS) 

There are actually three separate products released each year under the ACS. There’s 1-Year Estimates, 

3-Year Estimates, and in late 2010 the Census Bureau released its first 5-Year Estimates for the years 

2005-2009. There’s a reason for these different choices. Because the ACS only collects information from 
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about 1 out of 50 households every year, the U.S. Census Bureau needs to add multiple years together 

to have a reliable statistical sample for less populous geographical areas.  

If you’re looking for data for a larger area, with over 65,000 in population, go ahead and use the 1-Year 

Estimate for the most up-to-date numbers. Every Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) and 28 counties in 

the Virginia are available as 1-Year Estimates, as well as the State of Virginia as a whole.  This can be 

useful if you are comparing your whole region to others around the country or looking for annual 

regional trends. 

But the 5-Year Estimates are the place to go for a closer look at spatial patterns within your community. 

This level of detail is necessary if, for example, you need to know where low-income households are 

concentrated in your community or compare the housing values of the low-income areas with those of 

higher-income areas. 

The ACS is where you’ll find this and a wide variety of other information, organized into the following 

“data profiles”: 

 Social - Education, Marital Status, Relationships, Fertility 

 Economic - Income, Employment, Occupation, Commuting to Work 

 Housing - Occupancy and Structure, Housing Value and Costs, Utilities 

 Demographic - Sex, Age, Race, Hispanic Origin 

The best way to see what is available is just to explore the list of tables on the American Factfinder 

website (See “How to Collect” section below for instructions on using the census website). Here’s a 

sample of data tables and their availability by geography that may be of interest to Toolkit users: 

Selected Tables from the 2005 – 2009 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 

Table # Table Title 
Available for 
Block Groups 

B01001 Sex By Age yes 

B02001 Race yes 

B03003 Hispanic Or Latino Origin yes 

B07003 Geographical Mobility In The Past Year By Sex For Current 
Residence In The United States 

No* 

B08006 Sex Of Workers By Means Of Transportation To Work no 

B08012 Sex Of Workers By Travel Time To Work no 

C08134 Means Of Transportation To Work By Travel Time To Work yes 

B09002 Own Children Under 18 Years By Family Type And Age yes 

B09017 Relationship By Household Type (Including Living Alone) For The 
Population 65 Years And Over 

yes 

B11012 Household Type By Tenure yes 
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Although the table numbers and titles have changed between the 2000 Census and the ACS, it is still 

possible to make meaningful comparisons over time for almost all of the tables. For example, if you 

want to compare the travel time to work in your community between 2000 and 2009, you can use “P31. 

Travel Time to Work for Workers 16 Years and Over” in the 2000 Census and “B08303. Travel Time to 

Work” in the 2009 ACS. Be careful though. There is a slight difference in these tables. The 2000 table 

includes all workers 16 years and over, and tells you how many of these worked at home. The 2009 

table only includes those that worked outside of the home. You have to look elsewhere for information 

on who works at home. As long as you pay attention to the subtle variations that may arise, the 

numbers should be easily comparable. 

The U.S. Census Bureau has created a handy tool to compare the 2000 Census with 2005-2009 ACS on 

their website 

 http://www.census.gov/acs/www/guidance_for_data_users/2009_table_comparisons/ 

B14002 Sex By School Enrollment By Level Of School For The Population 3 
Years And Over 

yes 

B16001 Language Spoken At Home By Ability To Speak English For The 
Population 5 Years And Over 

no 

B17003 Poverty Status In The Past 12 Months Of Individuals By Sex By 
Educational Attainment 

no 

B19001 Household Income In The Past 12 Months yes 

B19055 Social Security Income In The Past 12 Months For Households yes 

B25001 Housing Units yes 

B25002 Occupancy Status yes 

B25003 Tenure yes 

B25014 Tenure By Occupants Per Room yes 

B25024 Units In Structure yes 

B25047 Plumbing Facilities For All Housing Units yes 

B25063 Gross Rent yes 

B25087 Mortgage Status And Selected Monthly Owner Costs yes 

B25107 Median Value By Year Structure Built no 

B25113 Median Gross Rent By Year Householder Moved Into Unit no 

* “No” means data is available at all geographical levels larger than block groups 

Special Note about Disability Status: The U.S. Census Bureau changed the questions they 
use to determine disability in 2008.  The ACS now asks specific questions about hearing 
disabilities, visual disabilities, cognitive disabilities, ambulatory disabilities, self-care 
disabilities, and independent living disabilities. This will provide a richer understanding of 
the varieties of disability in your community, but it also means that areas of smaller 
populations will have to wait until 2013 for the information. Because the questions were 
changed, disabilitiy status is omitted from the 2005-2009 5-Year Estimates. However, It is 
available in the 2009 1-Year Estimates for more populous geographical areas. 
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The greatest advantage of the ACS is the timeliness of the data. You no longer have to wait ten years for 

the next objective snapshot of your community. Starting in 2010, every year you will be able to watch 

the demographic and economic profile change, equipping you with the basis you need to make better 

decisions. 

How Do You Collect the Data Now? 

Most of the steps in the “Collecting Census Data” tab of the Toolkit will still apply for the new census 

data products. However, there are a few differences that will be highlighted in this section. 

Accessing the American Community Survey (ACS) 

Important Note: Although the American Community Survey is currently accessed through the 

legacy American Factfinder website, this will be discontinued in the Fall of 2011. The following 

instructions will no longer be valid after that point. For using American Factfinder 2, please see 

the instructions below on accessing the Decennial Census. Both the ACS and the Decennial 

Census will be accessed from the same website with the same method. 

Step 1: The Census Website. Go to the American Factfinder website: 

 http://factfinder.census.gov/ 

This time, select American Community Survey from the “Data Sets” menu on the left. 

 

You will be given some options for ACS products:  

 Click on “2005-2009 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates” (or whichever are the most 

current years for you. This will be at or near the top of the list). 
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 Click on “Detailed Tables” 

Step 2: Selecting Geography. This has not changed. Select the scale of geography you desire, and then 

“drill down” to the specific area as instructed. Refer to page 3 of “Collecting Census Data” in the Toolkit 

for more detailed instructions. 

Step 3: Selecting Tables.  The tables are organized as they were before, but there are entirely different 

options with different table numbers this time.  

 

 Scroll down the list of the tables and click on “B25063 Gross Rent” 

 Click on “Add” to put this table into the “Current Table Selections” box below 

 Click on “Show Results” 

If you’re not quite sure of the name of the table, you can sift through different subject categories or 

type in a keyword to see if your table shows up. Click on one the tabs under “Choose a table selection 

method” for these other options. 

From this point on, you can jump back into the original instructions starting on page 5. Of course, the 

labels and numbers in your table will differ from the example pictured, but the process for downloading 

the data and opening it in Microsoft Excel will still be applicable. 

That’s it! Now you can create the same maps, charts, and tables as before except with much more 

current data. 
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Accessing the Decennial Census 

There are two important things to note before beginning:  

 Data for 2010 Census is being released incrementally during 2011 and 2012. As of the summer of 

2011, population counts, race groups, housing units, and certain other demographic characteristics 

have been released for most levels of geography. More tables and “imputations” of the data will 

continue to be released, showing how the different questions interact with each other.  

 Remember that your options for tables are very limited. The example used in the Toolkit, 

“Disabilities by Block Group,” will unfortunately not be available. 

The website interface for the 2010 Decennial Census has changed substantially from that described in 

previous editions of the Toolkit, under “Collecting the Census Data.” The following instructions will guide 

you through the new process. 

In this example, we are seeking to find what percentage of the total population of Nelson County, 

Virginia is Hispanic or Latino by ethnicity. 

Step 1: The Census Website. Go to the American Factfinder 2 website. 

 http://factfinder2.census.gov/ 
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Step2: Choosing Geography. Click on the “Geographies” tab on the left side of the screen 

A new window will overlap the previous screen, allowing you to select the area you are interested in. 

There are several ways to find your area. The easiest may be to type the name of the place in the search 

box, and see if it finds the correct location. 

Another option is to find your area by narrowing down from larger geographical units. In this example 

we will look for Nelson County. 

 Open option “Geography Type” (this may already be open) 

 Select County 

You should see “County” displayed in the “Your Geography Filters” box above 

 

 Open option “Within State” 

 Scroll down and Select Virginia from list 

 Click on page 3 on the bottom right to get to the Ns on the alphabetical list 

 Click on Nelson County, Virginia to select this geography 

You should see Nelson added to “Your Selections” at the very top of the page. You can make multiple 

selections at the same time. Just go back to the geography window and find the other areas you are 

looking for. For several geographies it may be useful to use the checkboxes and select “Add” once all of 

your selections are checked. 

 Close the “Select Geographies” window by clicking on the X in the upper right corner 
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Step 3: Selecting Tables 

Just like selecting geographies, we will use filters, called “topics,” at the left of the page to narrow down 

to the information we are looking for.  

 Open option “People” 

 Open the further option “Race and Ethnicity” 

 Select “Hispanic or Latino” 

On the main list, you will now only see tables that pertain in some way to Hispanics or Latinos in Nelson 

County. 

 Open option “Year” 

 Select 2010 

 

By adding the year the data was collected, we’ve narrowed things down far enough to find what we are 

looking for on the list. You should see several results that are under the dataset “2010 SF1 100% data.” 

These titles will have detailed data on Hispanics or Latinos, but at the time of this writing they have not 

been released for Nelson County. For our purposes, the “2010 Redistricting Data SF” dataset will be 

suitable. 

 Find “Race, Hispanic or Latino, Age, and Housing Occupancy: 2010” on the list and click on it. 
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These are the numbers we are looking for. The line item for Hispanics or Latinos (of any race) is 

highlighted above. We see that 3.1% of the total population in Nelson County is Hispanic or Latino. If you 

were just looking for this number, you’re task is complete. However, you may want to download this 

table to perform some calculations on it in excel.  

 Click “Download” 

 Select Microsoft Excel under “Presentation Ready Formats” 

An easy-to-read spreadsheet will be downloaded, and you can open it up in Microsoft Excel. If you are 

working with multiple tables, or you want to perform more complex tasks such as mapping in GIS, you 

will need to select “Comma delimited” under “Database-compatible formats” in the download window. 

This file will also be readable in Microsoft Excel.  

The new American Factfinder may take some time to get used to, but the ability to apply many filters 

and select multiple options simultaneously can greatly speed up the process of finding the right data. 

Take some time to explore the other tabs and features that are available.  


