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Objectives

✓ American Community Survey basics

✓ Find available datasets in the 
application programming interface (API)

✓ Edit a sample URL to access the data 
you need

✓ View results in your web browser

✓ Save your results as a .csv file and 
format it to a readable format 



✓American Community Survey (ACS) Basics

✓Census API Basics

✓Building an API Request

✓API Demo

✓Resources for Learning More

✓Questions

Outline



The American Community Survey is on the leading edge of survey 
design, continuous improvement, and data quality

✓The nation’s most current, reliable, and accessible data source 
for local statistics on critical planning topics such as age, 
children, veterans, commuting, education, income, and 
employment

✓Surveys 3.5 million addresses and informs over $675 billion of 
Federal government spending each year

✓Covers 40+ topics, supports over 300 evidence-based Federal 
government uses, and produces 11 billion estimates each year

✓Key annual data releases:

✓1-year Estimates (for large populations)

✓5-year Estimates (for very small populations)

American Community Survey (ACS) Basics



American Community Survey (ACS) Data



ACS 1-Year vs. 5-Year Estimates

Housing

Tenure

Housing Value

Occupancy

Taxes & Insurance

Household Size

Utilities

1-Year 5-Year

12 months of collected data 60 months of collected data

Statistics for areas with populations of 
65,000+

Statistics for all geographic areas down to 
the block group (sub-neighborhood) level

Smaller sample size – less reliable Larger sample size – most reliable

More current statistics Less current statistics

Best used when current data are more 
important, or for analyzing large 
populations

Best used when precise data are more 
important, or for analyzing small 
populations
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Available Geographic Areas



✓American Community Survey (ACS) Basics

✓Census API Basics

✓Building an API Request

✓API Demo

✓Resources for Learning More

✓Questions
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Census Data API
• Data service that allows software developers and other users to access public

data in a standardized way

Uses:
• Supports mobile and web applications (internal and external)
• Drives interactive data visualizations

• Connects to statistical analysis software like SAS and R

Advantages:
• Easily downloads target variables and geographies
• Immediate access to most current data
• No need to host data on another server

• More data than what is available on data.census.gov

Census Data API
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Census Programs in the API

Demographic Programs  

• American Community Survey

• Decennial Census

• Decennial Census Self Response Rates 

• Health Insurance Stats (from Current
Population Survey, Survey of Income 
Program Participation, ACS, Small Area
Health Insurance Estimates) 

• International Database 

• Population Estimates and Projections 

• Poverty stats (from CPS, Small Area Income 
& Poverty Estimates)

Economic Business Programs

• Annual Survey of Entrepreneurs & Annual 
Survey of Manufacturers

• Business Dynamics Statistics

• County Business Patterns & NonEmployer
Statistics

• Economic Census & Economic Indicators

• International Trade

• Quarterly Workforce Indicators

• Survey of Business Owners

Other Programs

• Census Planning Database

www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets.html

https://www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets.html
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Developers Page

Accessing the API
• Request a key
➢ No charge
➢ Can make up to 500 API 

queries per IP address per 
day without a key

• Browse the Discovery Tool
➢ List of several hundred 

datasets
➢ Descriptions, variables, 

geographies, examples, etc

• Review updates

• Share your experiences in 
the Developers Forum
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Discovery Tool

Information Provided
• Dataset descriptions

• Variable labels and 
attributes

• Supported geographies

• Sample calls

• Links to program 
technical documentation



✓American Community Survey (ACS) Basics

✓Census API Basics

✓Building an API Request

✓API Demo

✓Resources for Learning More

✓Questions

Outline



Demographic Programs • American Community Survey • Decennial Census • Decennial Census Self Response Rates • Health 
Insurance stats (from • The Planning Database

Starting Your Data Request

1
Requests always begin with:

https://api.census.gov/datah
ttps://api.census.gov/data/

api.census.gov/data

https://api.census.gov/data/
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Add the Year and Dataset Name Acronym

2
Find the dataset names by 
browsing the Discovery Tool

https://api.census.gov/data.htmlh
ttps://api.census.gov/data.html

https://api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1

https://api.census.gov/data.html


Demographic Programs • American Community Survey • Decennial Census • Decennial Census Self Response Rates • Health 
Insurance stats (from • The Planning Database

Begin Your Variable Request

3 Always start your variable request 
with  ?get=.census.gov/data.html

https://api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1?get=



https://api.census.gov/data/2020/acs/acs5/variables.html

Add Your Variables

4
Find the variables you want here:

https://api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1?get=
NAME,B19013_001E,B19013_001M

https://api.census.gov/data/2021/
acs/acs1/variables.html
https://api.census.gov/data/2019

/acs/acs1/variables.html• The variable called NAME provides the geographic name you are using to 
limit your search.

• The variables B19013_001E and B19013_001M provide the ACS estimate 
for median household income (E) and its margin of error (M).

https://api.census.gov/data/2020/acs/acs5/variables.html

https://api.census.gov/data/2019/acs/acs1/variables.html
https://api.census.gov/data/2019/acs/acs1/variables.html
https://api.census.gov/data/2020/acs/acs5/variables.html
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Common ACS Variables

Variables Ending In… Meaning

E Estimate

M Margin of Error

PE Percent Estimate

PM Percent Margin of Error

EA Annotation of Estimate

MA Annotation of Margin of Error

PEA Annotation of Percent Estimate

PMA Annotation of Percent Margin of Error
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Add Your Geography

5
Find available geographies here:

https://api.census.gov/data/2021/ 
acs/acs1/examples.html

https://api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1?get=
NAME,B19013_001E,B19013_001M&for=state:*

https://api.census.gov/data/2019/acs/acs1/examples.ht
ml

• state:* the wildcard (*) is added to include all states

• state:01 is for Alabama, state:02 = Alaska and so on…

https://api.census.gov/data/2019/acs/acs1/examples.html
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Output from the API

5

https://api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1?get=NAME,B19013_00
1E,B19013_001M&for=state:*

This URL returns data in JSON format which looks like this:
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Save the File and Clean It Up

5

• Save the file and add .csv to file name

• Change ‘Save as Type’ to ‘All Files’

• In Excel, use REPLACE to delete 
unneeded characters ( [ ] “ )
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API Variable Call vs API Entire Table Call 

5

api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1?get=NAME,B19013_001E,B19013_001M&for=state:*

• Example API call for 2 variables:  B19013_001E and B19013_001M

• You can include up to 50 variables in the same API call, separated by commas

api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1?get=NAME,group(B19013)&for=state:*

• Example API call  for the entire B19013 table for all states

• The GROUP function allows you to get results for an entire table in one API call
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American Community Survey (ACS) Data Tables

5

ACS Data Tables Table ID Begins With API Call Begins With

Detailed Tables B or C api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1

Subject Tables S api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1/subject

Data Profiles DP api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1/profile

Comparison Profiles CP api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1/cprofile

Selected Population Profiles S0201 api.census.gov/data/2021/acs/acs1/spp

www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/which-data-tool/table-ids-explained.html

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/guidance/which-data-tool/table-ids-explained.html


✓American Community Survey (ACS) Basics

✓Census API Basics

✓Building an API Request

✓API Demo

✓Resources for Learning More
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API Demos

5

1.  Multiple estimates and multiple geographies (American Community Survey)

• What is the homeownership rate and median household income across all 
counties in Tennessee? https://www.census.gov/https://www.census.gov/

2.  Entire table – Group function (American Community Survey)

• How do I download the Housing Demographic Profile, table DP04 for all 
states? https://www.census.gov/data/developers.html

3. Economic Data (County Business Patterns)

• What are the total numbers and employment sizes of all business 
establishments in Davidson County, Tennessee?

https://api.census.gov/data.html

https://www.census.gov/

https://www.census.gov/
https://www.census.gov/data/developers.html
https://api.census.gov/data.html
https://www.census.gov/
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API Demo – County Business Patterns

5
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Accessing Data in Bulk 

5

Benefits of the API

• Get the exact variables and geographies 
that you need

• Can easily update API calls to get data 
across years:  Most variables are 
consistent from year to year

• The API has more historical data than 
data.census.gov

Limitations of the API

• Only one geographic summary level at 
a time

• Not all collections of geographies are 
available (e.g. all census tracts in the 
U.S.)

Other Ways to Get Data in Bulk

• data.census.gov

• FTP sites
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Update the Year in Your API Call to Get Data Over Time 

5

➢ api.census.gov/data/2018/acs/acs1/ profile?get=NAME,DP02_0015E&for=state:*

➢ api.census.gov/data/2019/acs/acs1/ profile?get=NAME,DP02_0016E&for=state:*

2018 Variable:  DP02_0015E – Average Household Size

2019 Variable:  DP02_0016E – Average Household Size

• Most variables are consistent from year to year.  But, be sure to check for possible changes



Data Dissemination and Training

✓ Bring our data experts to you.
Request a free data training for your organization.

✓ Receive our Data Gems.
These short “how-to” videos are an easy and quick way to increase 
your knowledge of Census data. Get them in your inbox! 

✓ Get access to our Courses.
You will learn-at-your-own-pace with these video-tutorials designed 
for different skill levels.  

✓ Interact with our instructors via Webinars.
Learn about our data releases and tools while attending  these live 
virtual classes. 

Share your ideas and feedback at 
census.academy@census.gov

Contact us:
Census.askdata@census.gov

1-844-ASK-DATA

Census.gov/Academy

mailto:census.askdata@census.gov
https://www.census.gov/data/academy/data-gems.html
https://www.census.gov/data/academy/courses.html
https://www.census.gov/data/academy/webinars/upcoming.html


Get in Touch With Us

Tim Sarko

U.S. Census Bureau

Data Dissemination and Training Branch

timothy.a.sarko@census.gov

614-600-6161

Census.askdata@census.gov

1-844-ASKDATA

@uscensusbureau

Subscribe: Census.gov/academy



THANK 
YOU


