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Abstract
This tutorial demonstrates how to use data.census.gov to access and download US census
data, highlighting a specific approach using the advanced search feature. Given the size and
complexity of census datasets, we’ll use the filtering options to limit our choices based on dataset
and geography with two examples: getting a profile for a specific census tract and downloading
rental data for all counties in a state from the American Community Survey (ACS). We’ll conclude
with summaries of the census datasets and geographies.
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Methods for Searching data.census.gov

In mid-2019 data.census.gov (at https://data.census.gov/) was launched as the new portal for
accessing the Census Bureau’s datasets, replacing the American Factfinder. There are two principle
options for obtaining data:
1. To get basic data for a state, county, city, town, or ZIP Code, type the name in the search box
and hit go. You will be able to preview recent data for these places, and navigate to individual
tables. You can even type the name of a topic, like educational attainment, to find all tables
related to this subject. This type of search allows you to casually browse and access data.
2. If you want to chart a straight path to access the data you need, and you want to see the full
range of datasets, topics, and geographies, use the Advanced Search.

The following two sections focus on using the Advanced Search, which has a steeper learning
curve but brings you more directly to the data you’re looking for. The final section discusses the
different datasets and geographies, which are important to understand for doing advanced searches.
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Downloading a Profile from the ACS

In this section we’ll download a demographic profile for census tract 68 in New York City (where
Baruch College is located) that will give us a broad overview of the population for that area. We’ll
look at 5-year estimate data from the 2013-2017 American Community Survey (ACS). Census tracts
are only included in the 5-year ACS and the decennial census due to their small size, and the ACS is
the dataset that contains detailed socio-economic characteristics of the population.
1. Go to data.census.gov at https://data.census.gov/cedsci/.
2. Under the search box select the Advanced Search option.
3. In the filters menu on the left, select Surveys. In the list of Surveys check ACS 5-Year Estimates Data Profiles.

4. In the menu on the left select Years, and check 2017.
5. In the menu select Geography. Choose Tract. When the next menu opens, choose New York
under Within State, then New York County within the state, then within New York County
scroll down and check Census Tract 68.
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6. Hit the Search button in the lower right-hand corner.
7. This takes you to a page that has results for tables, maps, and pages. At the top of the screen
where it says ALL, click on the option for TABLES.
8. This brings you to the Tables result screen. The four tables that are returned, with ID numbers
DP02 to DP05, are data profile tables. They contain a large swath of data divided into broad
topics: demographic, social, economic, and housing. Clicking on a table listed on the left will
provide a preview on the right. Click on the Selected Social Characteristics table to preview it.
You’ll see estimates with margins of error and percent totals for each value. In this example,
we would say with 90% confidence that census tract 68 has 3,547 households, plus or minus
306.

9. Click on the Customize Table button in the upper right-hand corner of the screen. This screen
allows you to sort, hide, or filter data in the table.
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10. Click the Download button on the toolbar above the table. Keep the default option for CSV. Hit
the Download button on this screen, and Download Now once the file is ready. When prompted
save the file on your computer.

11. All data that you download will be compressed in a zip file. Navigate to where the file was
downloaded, right click, and choose the option to unzip the file (this step will vary based on
your web browser and operating system). The csv file that contains the word ‘data’ is the
actual data file, while the csv with the word ‘metadata’ contains a list of all the columns in the
file. CSV files can be opened with any spreadsheet package, like Excel or Calc.
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Downloading a Detailed Table from the ACS

The data profile tables are useful for obtaining a cross-section of different variables. If you want
something more focused, either fewer variables or a crosstab of data not published in the profiles,
you’ll want to search for detailed tables instead. You may also want to compare data for multiple
geographies. In this section we’ll download ACS data on rent for all counties in New York State.
1. Go to https://data.census.gov/cedsci/ and select the Advanced Search option.
2. If you just followed the previous example, select the Clear Filters button at the bottom of the
Advanced Search screen to remove the filters from the previous search.
3. In the filter menu, choose Surveys, then select ACS 5-Year Estimates Detailed Tables.
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4. In the menu on the left select Years, and check 2017.
5. In the menu select Geography. Choose County. In the County menu choose New York as the
state. In the New York menu check the first box for All counties in New York.

6. In the filters menu select Topics. Choose Housing, then Financial Characteristics, then Renter
Costs.

7. Hit the Search button in the lower right-hand corner.
8. This takes you to a page that has results for tables, maps, and pages. At the top of the screen
where it says ALL, click on the option for TABLES.
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9. The Table results window contains over thirty tables that are associated with renter costs.
Select a table in the list on the left to view it on the right. Each of the detailed tables begins with
a letter ‘B’ for base table, which means it’s a detailed table focused on a narrow characteristic.
Tables that begin with a ‘C’ are consolidated tables with fewer categories. Data is summarized
in different ways; the Contract Rent table estimates the number of households in different rent
brackets, while Median Contract Rent provides the median or middle dollar value.

10. Select the Median Contract Rent table in the results. Hit the Customize Table button. On the
Customize screen hit the Download button. Keep the file as type CSV and Download the table.
11. Unzip the download file, then open the csv file that contains the word ‘data’ in Excel or Calc.
You’ll notice that each row represents a piece of geography and each column is an attribute,
which is the opposite of the way it was displayed on the website.
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Other Tips
1. The data.census.gov platform is relatively new, and doesn’t support many filtering options for
capturing all geographies within another geography. The options should improve over time.
2. In the ACS, Subject tables are an alternative that sit in-between the profile and detailed tables.
They contain a wider array of variables in one table relative to the detailed tables, but they
are more focused than the profile tables. Access them via the Surveys menu, their ID numbers
begin with the letter ‘S’.
3. 1-year ACS estimates are only available for geographies that have 65,000 people or more. If
you need data for small areas (tracts, ZCTAs) or need complete coverage for a geography that
contains a mix of places above and below 65k (counties, places), use the 5-year ACS.
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4. The decennial census (2020, 2010) contains fewer variables but is an actual count of the population. Under Surveys the primary file is DEC Summary File 1. The table designation system
differs from the ACS; the letter P is for population counts, H is for housing counts, and QT are
quick tables similar to ACS Subject tables. There is one data profile table, DP-01.

5

Dataset Summary

Decennial Census
The decennial census is a 100% count of the population taken every ten years. The data represents
a snapshot of the nation at a fixed point in time. The number of variables is limited to basic demographic characteristics of the population: race, sex, age, households, family relations, housing units,
housing occupancy, and tenure (owner versus renter occupied). Decennial census data is available
for practically all geographic areas. The most commonly used series in the dataset is Summary File
1 (SF1).
The 2020 census population count for states will be published in December 2020. The first significant release of 2020 census data will occur in spring 2021: the redistricting file, PL 94-171, contains
few variables but will be published for most geographies down to the smallest ones. Census 2020
Summary File 1 will be released on a rolling basis beginning in the summer of 2021.

American Community Survey (ACS)
The ACS is a sample survey of the population that’s compiled every year. Since it’s a survey (based on
rolling monthly samples) and not a count, the values represent estimates with a 90% confidence interval and margins of error for 1-year and 5-year periods. The number of variables is more extensive
than the decennial census; in addition to basic demographic characteristics the ACS also includes
socio-economic data like citizenship, educational attainment, income, occupation, home value, and
much more. Geographically the data is more limited; geographic areas with 65k residents or more
are published annually, and areas with less than 65k residents down to census tracts are published
as 5-year averages. New data is published towards the end of each calendar year.

Population Estimates
Population estimates are a third census dataset for population and housing. Annual estimates are
calculated using the last decennial census as a baseline and factoring in births, deaths, and migration
at the county level from year to year. Variables are limited to age, sex, race, and housing units and
are only published for states, counties, metropolitan areas, and incorporated places. These estimates
are treated like counts, since they are generated from calculations and not from a sample survey.

Geography in Brief
To view census geography for an area, visit TIGERweb at https://tigerweb.geo.census.gov/
tigerweb/. Choose the type of geography you want to see, check some reference layers to turn them
on, and do a search for an address. An address search for Baruch College’s Newman Library displays
its location within New York County census tract 68:
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Census Tract : a statistical area designed to have an optimal size of 4,000 residents, with a general
range of 1,200 to 8,000. Tracts never cross county boundaries. Available in the decennial
census and 5-year ACS.
County : the legal and administrative subdivisions of states; there are over 3,000 counties in the
US. Available in the decennial census and the ACS (partial 1-year, fully 5-year).
Metropolitan Area : a concentrated, urban population center surrounded by adjacent areas that
have a high degree of social and economic interaction with that center, created by aggregating
counties. Available in the decennial census and the ACS.
Place : a concentrated settlement of population. Places include legally incorporated municipalities
and statistical areas defined by the Census Bureau. Available in the decennial census and the
ACS (partial 1-year, fully 5-year).
PUMA : Public Use Microdata Area - a statistical area designed to have an optimal size of 100k residents, created by aggregating census tracts. PUMAs never cross state boundaries. Available
in the ACS.
ZCTA : ZIP Code Tabulation Area - the Census Bureau’s approximation of residential USPS ZIP
Codes, created by aggregating census blocks. ZCTAs may cross any boundary, including state
boundaries, and do not precisely represent USPS delivery areas. Available in the decennial
census and 5-year ACS.

For More Info
Visit these research guides:
• US Census Data: http://guides.newman.baruch.cuny.edu/us_census
• New York City Data: http://guides.newman.baruch.cuny.edu/nyc_data
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