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WHAT WE’RE TALKING ABOUT TODAY 

The American Community Survey (ACS) 
 

- What is it? 
 

- What information does it provide? 
 

- Strengths & weaknesses of the ACS 
 

- Geographic availability 
- Margins of error 
 

- Comparing ACS data 
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WHAT IS THE AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY 

2010 Decennial Census Form American Community Survey 
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WHAT IS THE AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY 

2010 Decennial Census 
- The decennial census is conducted once every 10 years by 

the US Census Bureau and is a point-in-time count 
- Provides an official count of the entire US population for 

Congress 
 
American Community Survey 
- Conducted every year in a rolling sample design by the US 

Census Bureau 
- Estimates the characteristics of how people live – 

education, housing, income, disability, and more 
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WHAT IS THE AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY 

Census – an official count of a population, typically 
        recording various details of individuals  

Estimate – an approximate calculation or judgment 
         of the value, number, quantity, or extent 
         of something 

DEFINITIONS 

Source: The Internet…  
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WHAT IS THE AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY 

2000 Decennial Census  
Long Form 

American Community Survey 
6 



WHAT IS THE AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY 

- The ACS replaced the Census Long Form  
- The last Long Form survey was disseminated during the 

2000 Census (April 1, 2000) 
 

- The ACS is an ongoing survey 
- Fully implemented in 2005, it provides data every year 
- Gives communities the information they need to plan 

investments and services 
- Helps determine how more than $400 billion in federal 

and state funds are distributed each year across America 
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THE ACS – WHAT DOES IT PROVIDE 

- Gender 
 

- Age 
 

- Race & Hispanic Origin 
 

- Education 
 

- Marital Status 
 

- Fertility 
 

- Grandparent / Other Caregiver 

- Veteran Status 
 

- Disability Status 
 

- Place of Birth 
 

- Citizenship Status 
 

- Year of Entry into the US 
 

- Language Spoken at Home 
 

- Ancestry / Tribal Affiliation 

Individual & social characteristic questions asked by the ACS 
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THE ACS – WHAT DOES IT PROVIDE 

- Income & Benefits 
 

- Employment Status 
 

- Occupation 
 

- Industry of Employment 
 

- Commuting to Work 
 

- Place of Work / Residence  

- Housing Tenure 
 

- Housing Characteristics 
 

- Housing Values 
 

- Housing Taxes & Insurance 
 

- Mortgage / Monthly Rent 
 

- Utilities 

Economic & housing characteristic questions asked by the ACS 
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THE ACS – THE GOOD, THE BAD & THE UGLY 

American Community Survey 

THE GOOD… 
- Timeliness for areas that are large enough to get data 

every year 
- The ACS provides a new set of refreshed data 

every year… 
- For areas with a population 65,000 or greater 

THE BAD…  
- Data for areas with small populations (less than 20,000 people) are only 

released in 5-year “period estimates” 
 

THE UGLY…  
- Relatively small sample sizes – especially in “small areas” – creates high levels 

of estimate variability / reliability, in general… 
- Because estimates for small areas are based on a sample taken over a 5 year 

period, it is difficult to pinpoint areas that may be undergoing significant 
changes over the period 
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THE ACS – DATA RELEASE GUIDELINES 

Data collected 
between... 

Data pooled to 
produce 

Data published for 
areas with 

January 1, 2012 and 
December 31, 2012  

ACS 1-year estimates 
Year: 2012 

populations of 
65,000+ 

January 1, 2010 and 
December 31, 2012 

ACS 3-year estimates 
Years: 2010 – 2012  

populations of 
20,000+ 

January 1, 2008 and 
December 31, 2012 

ACS 5-year estimates 
Years: 2008 – 2012  

populations of almost 
any size 

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey (www.census.gov/acs)  
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THE ACS – DATA RELEASE SCHEDULE 

ACS Data Product 
Population 

of Area 

Year of Data Release 
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

1-Year Estimates for 
Data Collected in: 

65,000 + 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

3-Year Estimates for 
Data Collected in: 

20,000 + 
2005 -
2007 

2006 -
2008 

2007 -
2009 

2008 -
2010 

2009 -
2011 

2010 - 
2012 

2011 - 
2013 

5-Year Estimates for 
Data Collected in: 

All Areas*       
2005-
2009 

2006-
2010 

2007- 
2011   

2008 - 
2012 

2009 - 
2013 

* Five-year estimates will be available for areas as small as census tracts and block groups 
Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 

Data Currently 
Available 

1-year Estimates are generally released in September 
  

3-year Estimates are generally released in October 
 

5-year Estimates are generally released in December 
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THE ACS – SAMPLE SIZE 

Year Final 
Interviews

Response 
Rate

Final 
Interviews

Response 
Rate

Final 
Interviews

Response 
Rate

Final 
Interviews

Response 
Rate

2012 2,375,715 97.3% 154,182 95.1% 11,955 97.6% 833 98.8%
2011 2,128,104 97.6% 148,486 96.9% 10,913 98.8% 725 95.5%
2010 1,917,799 97.5% 144,948 97.6% 9,256 98.2% 758 100.0%
2009 1,917,748 98.0% 146,716 98.0% 8,971 98.3% 786 99.9%
2008 1,931,955 97.9% 145,974 98.0% 9,087 98.5% 725 99.9%
2007 1,937,659 97.7% 142,468 97.8% 9,271 98.7% 402 100.0%
2006 1,968,362 97.5% 145,311 97.4% 9,482 98.7% 478 99.6%
2005 1,924,527 97.3% N/A N/A 9,076 99.2% N/A N/A

N/A - The ACS did not survey individuals in group quarters until 2006.
Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey Response Rate www.census.gov/acs

National Figures Montana Figures

Housing Units Group Quarters People Housing Units Group Quarters People

National and Montana ACS sample size (final interviews) and response rates 
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THE ACS – SAMPLE SIZE  

Year
Total Housing 

Units
ACS Final 
Interviews

% of Total 
Housing 

Units
Total Housing 

Units
ACS Final 
Interviews

% of Total 
Housing 

Units

2012 132,452,405 2,375,715 1.79% 486,141 11,955 2.46%
2011 132,102,665 2,128,104 1.61% 484,901 10,913 2.25%
2010 131,781,345 1,917,799 1.46% 483,322 9,256 1.92%
2009 131,340,117 1,917,748 1.46% 479,025 8,971 1.87%
2008 130,522,504 1,931,955 1.48% 473,401 9,087 1.92%
2007 129,186,575 1,937,659 1.50% 465,868 9,271 1.99%
2006 127,394,236 1,968,362 1.55% 458,002 9,482 2.07%
2005 125,458,161 1,924,527 1.53% 449,791 9,076 2.02%

Average 
2008-2012 131,639,807 10,271,321 7.80% 481,358 50,182 10.43%
Source: US Census Bureau, Housing Unit Estimates - 2012 Vintage Estimates (Current as of April 2014)

United States Montana

To put it into context…  
- 1.79% of all housing units in the US were sampled in 2012 
- 2.46% of all Montana housing units were sampled in 2012 
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CENSUS GEOGRAPHY HIERARCHY 
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THE ACS – AVAILABLE DATA 

Available Montana 1-Year Estimates 
 Most Current Available: 2012 Estimates 

State of Montana 
 
5 Montana Counties  

- Cascade -  Flathead  -  Gallatin 
- Missoula -  Yellowstone  

 
2 Montana Cities 

- Billings  -  Missoula  
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THE ACS – AVAILABLE DATA 

Available Montana 3-Year Estimates 
 Most Current Available: 2010 – 2012 Estimates  

State of Montana 
 
9 Montana Counties  

- Cascade -  Flathead  -  Gallatin 
- Missoula -  Yellowstone  -  Lake 
- Lewis & Clark -  Ravalli  -  Silver Bow 

 
6 Montana Cities 

- Billings  -  Missoula   -  Bozeman 
- Great Falls -  Helena  -  Kalispell 
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THE ACS – AVAILABLE DATA 

Available Montana 5-Year Estimates 
 Most Current Available: 2008 – 2012 Estimates  

EVERYWHERE* 

ACS 5-year estimates are available for all Census geographies 
– block groups and larger 
 
* ACS data of any kind is not available at the Census block level 
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THE ACS – MARGIN OF ERROR 
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THE ACS – MARGIN OF ERROR 

Sample Survey 
- The ACS is based on a sample of total households selected 

to fill out the survey 
- This is similar to the 2000 Census Long Form 

 
Decennial Census Survey 
- Every household in America is selected to fill out the survey 
- This provides an actual count of ALL people and housing 

units in the Nation 
- Census 2010, Census 2000, Census 1990, etc. 
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THE ACS – MARGIN OF ERROR 

What is Margin of Error? 
- Because the ACS data is derived from a sample of 

households, the figures are estimates… 
- All estimates have a degree of error associated with them 

due to random sampling – and other potential reasons 
but we won’t get into that… 

- The margin of error is a statistic expressing the amount of 
random sampling error there is associated with an estimate  

 

Interpretation 
… We can be 90% confident that the true value of what we’re 
estimating falls within the range – confidence interval – of the 
estimate plus/minus the margin of error…  
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THE ACS – MARGIN OF ERROR 

  
   Yellowstone County, MT 

  

  

  
  

Census 2010 
  American Community Survey  

  

    
2010 1-year 

Estimate 
Margin of 
Error (+/-)   

  

Total Population 
Under 5 years old 

10,122    10,321  568  
  

              
Source: US Census Bureau 
Data: Census 2010 Summary File 1; ACS 1-year (2010) Estimates 

Decennial Census – Census 2010 – data is based on a survey of every 
household in a geographic area… 

ACS data is based on a sample of households in the area… 
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THE ACS – WHAT MAKES A GOOD ESTIMATE 

Relative Margin of Error (RMOE) 
- It’s essentially what its name infers…  

- The relative margin of error is a measure of an estimates 
variability relative to the estimate itself expressed as a 
percentage 

𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅 = �
𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀 𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸

𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸 � ∗ 100 

- In general, the smaller the RMOE, the better or more reliable 
the estimate is… 

- Conversely, the larger the RMOE the less confident we can be 
in the estimate’s accuracy – do to sampling error.  
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THE ACS – WHAT MAKES A GOOD ESTIMATE 

Example of Relative Margin of Error (RMOE) 
- The data below are American Community Survey 5-year 

(2008-2012) Estimates for Ravalli County comparing relative 
margins of error across estimates 

   Ravalli County, MT    

    

Estimate 
Margin of 
Error (+/-)   

Relative 
Margin of 

Error   

  
Persons Below Poverty Level 5,847  665   11.4% 

  

  
Males Below Poverty Level 2,774 395   14.2% 

  

  
Males 75 Years and Older in Poverty 51 40   78.4% 

  
              
Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-year (2008 – 2012) Estimates  
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THE ACS – MARGIN OF ERROR 

The purpose of this graph is to show, in general, the smaller and less 
populated the geographic area, the less reliable the ACS estimate…  
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THE ACS – COMPARING THE DATA 

ACS data is comparable to some data… 
 
- ACS 1-year estimates with Census 2000 Long Form Data 

- For the most part… 
 

- ACS 1-year estimates from different years 
 

- ACS estimates from non-overlapping periods 
- For example, ACS 3-year (2006-2008) estimates to ACS 

3-year (2009-2011) estimates 
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THE ACS – COMPARING THE DATA 

ACS data is NOT comparable to other data… 
 
- Different time period ACS estimates should not be compared 

- For example, ACS 3-year estimates with ACS 1-year 
estimates 

 

- Overlapping time period estimates should never be 
compared 
- For example ACS 5-year (2006-2010) estimates with 

ACS 5-year (2007-2011) estimates 
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THE ACS – COMPARING THE DATA 

When in doubt… 
 
- Go check out what you’re trying to compare on the US 

Census Bureau’s website: 
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/guidance_for_data_users/
comparing_data/  

 

- Give us a call or shoot us an email at the Census & 
Economic Information Center  
- Contact information is on the last slide of this 

presentation 
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QUESTIONS…  

JOE RAMLER 
SENIOR ECONOMIST 
406.841.2719 
JRAMLER@MT.GOV  
 
MONTANA DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE 
CENSUS & ECONOMIC INFORMATION CENTER 
301 S. PARK AVE.  
HELENA, MT 59620-0505 
406.841.2740 
 
 
 

WWW.CEIC.MT.GOV  
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