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ACS Compass Handbooks



© 2017 Population Reference Bureau. All rights reserved. www.prb.org

Purpose of Handbooks

 Introduction to the ACS and how to access 

the data

 Guidance on working with multiyear 

estimates and margins of error

 Case studies showing hypothetical 

applications of ACS data

 Technical appendices for more advanced 

users

 Tailored content for different ACS data user 

communities
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Why Update Handbooks Now?

 It’s been almost 10 years; LOTS of changes 

to ACS website, data and products

 News ways to disseminate info online

 Availability of new case studies using ACS 

data 
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ACS Website in 2007

Source: Wayback Machine.
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ACS Website in 2007

Source: Wayback Machine.

“Accurate knowledge of the

characteristics of people who live in

Lower Manhattan neighborhoods

helps planners make decisions on 

development that is suitable for future

residents.”

Joseph Salvo, City of New York

Department of City Planning
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ACS Website in 2017
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Key Changes to Handbooks

 Design and implement as online rather than 

print publications (easy to update)

 Standardize primary content, rather than 

producing 12 separate documents

 Integrate material from technical appendices

 Actual case studies from ACS data users 

representing different data user groups
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Major Content Sections (Novice 

Users)

 Understanding the ACS: The Basics

 Geographic Areas Covered in the ACS

 Understanding and Using Single-Year and 

Multiyear Estimates

 Making Comparisons with ACS Data

 Accessing ACS Data
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Major Content Sections (for More 

Advanced Users)

 Understanding Error and Determining 

Statistical Significance

 Calculating Measures of Error for Derived 

Estimates

 Technical Sections (formerly Appendices)

 Differences Between the ACS and the Decennial 

Census

 Using Dollar-Denominated Data

 Measures of Nonsampling Error
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Online Case Studies

 Show different ways ACS data can be used

 Criteria

 Availability of online reports, data, or applications

 Timely

 Clear program / policy implications

 Include step-by-step instructions

 Highlight key results in charts, tables, or 

maps
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Results
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Two Handbooks Currently in 

Production

Understanding and Using American 

Community Survey Data:

 What All Data Users Need to Know

 What Users of Data for American Indians 

and Alaska Natives Need to Know
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Customized Content for Additional 

Data User Groups

 Business

 Congress

 State and Local Government

 Rural Areas

 Journalists

 Researchers

 Federal Agencies

 Puerto Rico Community Survey
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Modules for Tools or Data Products

 Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) 

Files

 Summary Files

 American FactFinder (CEDSCI)

 Application Programming Interface (API)
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Thank You!

Mark Mather

mmather@prb.org

Linda Jacobsen

ljacobsen@prb.org

Beth Jarosz

bjarosz@prb.org
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