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The ACS Summary File

• A set of files containing the same data as 
Detailed Tables. 

• Flexibility allowing data users to extract only the 
desired data or entire datasets.

• Used by advanced users who want entire 
datasets.

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/summary-file.html

Original Database by shindoverse is licensed 
under CC BY-NC-SA 2.0.

Using the American Community Survey Summary File
What is the ACS Summary File?

https://www.flickr.com/photos/8052628@N05/3835365695
https://www.flickr.com/photos/8052628@N05
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse


• Most detailed ACS data and cross tabulations of variables.
• Begin with the letters "B" for base tables and "C" for 

collapsed tables.  
• Collapsed tables - same topics as base tables, but with fewer 

categories.

• All geographic areas including the block group level.
• Available through the ACS Summary File, Census Bureau 

Application Programming Interface, and data.census.gov
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Using The American Community Survey Summary File
The ACS Detailed Tables



Using the American Community Survey Summary File
Overview of the Summary File Formats
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Two Summary File formats are currently available
o Table-based (current): 2018 – Present ACS Data
o Sequence-based (old): 2005 – 2021 ACS Data

Table-based: Pipe-Delimited text file
Sequence-based: Comma-Delimited text file

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/summary-file.html

• First check data.census.gov for data interest 
to easily download



Using the American Community Survey Summary File 
Overview of the Sequence-Based Summary File
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The Sequence-based ACS Summary File Format
• Includes three files: estimates, margins of error, 

and geography files
• Large number of cells stored in a series of files 

(“Sequences”) containing only the estimates.
• Sequences don't include metadata like table titles, row 

descriptions, and names of geographic areas.
• Metadata must be merged with data files to reproduce 

complete tables.

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/summary-file/sequence-based.html

Challenges:
• Confusing for data users
• Technical documentation needed to find files that 

contain the data table of interest 
• Combining 3 files to create complete tables
• Large haul for ACS Staff – split data into 40,000 files



Using the American Community Survey Summary File 
Overview of the Table-Based Summary File
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The Table-Based ACS Summary File Format
• Streamlines production by delivering only one file.
• Files split by table ID (no longer split by state and 

sequence number).
• Each file (by Table ID) contains estimates and MOEs for 

all geographies.
• Reduces complexity to roughly 2,000 files rather than 

140k files.

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/summary-file.html

Benefits:
• Estimates and MOEs for tables are combined into one file
• Geography identifiers and labels combined into one file
• Simplified documentation for Census Bureau staff - saving 

time and resources
• Can use Excel, SAS, or Python to work with the SF
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Using the American Community Survey Summary File 
Accessing Summary File from the ACS Webpage

census.gov/acs



Using the American Community Survey Summary File
Demo: Access the Table-Based Summary File Tables

Accessing the Summary File Tables and Geography File 
from the FTP:
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census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/summary-file.html



Using the American Community Survey Summary File 
Overview of the Table-Based Summary File
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Resources/Guides for the ACS Table-Based
Summary File Format:
• ACS Summary File GitHub wiki page

• ACS Summary File GitHub repository

Data Analysis Examples Provided in GitHub:
• SAS
• Python

github.com/uscensusbureau/acs-summary-file/wiki
&

github.com/uscensusbureau/acs-summary-file

https://github.com/uscensusbureau/acs-summary-file/wiki
https://github.com/uscensusbureau/acs-summary-file


Using the American Community Survey Summary File 
Resources for Using the Summary File: Table-Based
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Resources/Guides for the Table-Based 
Summary File
• Handbook- Coming Soon!
• Webinars
• Example SAS and Python Programs
• Excel Instructions on How to Import 

Geography into the Table-Based Summary File 
Table

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/summary-file.Getting_Started.html#list-tab-1622397667



Using the American Community Survey Summary File 
Resources for Using the Summary File: Sequence-Based

11

Resources/Guides for the Sequence-
based Summary File
• Handbook- Using the American Community 

Survey Summary File hat Data Users Need to 
Know

• Instructions on How to Read the ACS 
Summary File into Excel

• Instructions on Joining the ACS Summary File 
to the TIGER/Line Shapefiles

• SAS programs for each sequence per state
• Example of Creating a Table Using SAS

census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/summary-file/sequence-based.html



Using the American Community Survey Summary File 
Table-Based Summary File Demonstration | Geography Names
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• SAS Code Example (Bonan Ren)

• Excel “VLOOKUP” Example (Vicki Mack)



Using the American Community Survey Summary File 
SAS Example 
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Output data from all geographies and sub-geographies 
of a given state from the selected data table



Using the American Community Survey Summary File 
All Data from the State of California in Table B01001
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U.S. Census Bureau Slack Channel
• Developer’s forum to help improve access to public datasets from the U.S. Census Bureau
• Join U.S. Census Bureau Slack Channel

ACS User Support 
• acso.users.support@census.gov

GitHub
• All programming languages are welcome!
• If you are interested in submitting code to the ACS GitHub, please submit an email to 

acso.users.support@census.gov.

Using the American Community Survey Summary File 
Additional support

https://join.slack.com/t/uscensusbureau/shared_invite/zt-optzh7xs-ApNgf5Yqbo_u2ANXQv67cQ
mailto:acso.users.support@census.gov
mailto:acso.users.support@census.gov
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