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Objectives

• Understand Census Geographic Identifiers
• Understand how to obtain geographic files
• Understand how to obtain Census data 

products
• Understand how to map the data
• Understand who to contact with questions
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Requisites

• GIS application that can use and join ESRI 
Shapefiles to database tables

• Internet access for downloading data

• ArcGIS v9.2
• Microsoft Access/Excel 2007
• Today’s demo requires about 1 gb of disk 

space
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Agenda

1. Getting Started
2. Introduce Census Geography and the 

Geographic Identifiers
3. Accessing the TIGER Data
4. Accessing the Data

• American Factfinder Method
• SF1 ASCII Data Method

5. Mapping The Data
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Getting Started

5



Census Mission

• Our Mission - To serve as the leading 
source of quality data about the nation’s 
people and economy.



What Data We Collect & When

• Population & Housing Census – every 10 
years

• Economic Census – every 5 years
• Census of Governments – every 5 years
• American Community Survey – annually
• Our Many Surveys – both demographic 

and economic
• Economic Indicators - various



Census vs. Survey

• Census is a “complete enumeration of a 
population”

• Surveys are based on a sample of the 
population



Lots of Data/Different Geography

• Survey data are at a high level of 
geography

• Unemployment data are good for 
metropolitan area, state, and nation use

• Not available at the county or city level, or 
lower



My Focus Today

• Subcounty data 
• Data that cover all land area within a 

county or city



Data Top Two List

1. 2010 Decennial Census Data
2. American Community Survey Data



American Community Survey (ACS) 

• ACS replaced the Census “long form” after 
Census 2000

• We ask about….
•Age

•Sex

•Race

•Family and 
Relationship

•Income and 
benefits

•Health insurance

•Education

•Veteran status

•Disabilities

•Where you work and 
how you get there

•Where you live and 
how much you pay for 
some essentials



ACS Estimates
• Sample size just under 3,000,000 HUs year
• 1-year estimates

– Published for selected geographic areas with 
populations of 65,000 or greater

• 3-year estimates
– Published for selected geographic areas with 

populations of 20,000 or greater
• 5-year estimates

– Published for small geographic areas down to 
block group



ACS Data Availability

• Currently, only the 1-year estimates are 
available in AFF2

• Expect 3 and 5 year estimates to be 
available by the end of the year.



2010 Decennial Data

• Based upon the 2010 Census
• 100% data, the same questions asked of 

every household
• Not Estimates, actual counts
• Available for all census geographic areas 

down to census block



Starting the GIS Project

1. Determine what data you want to map
2. Determine what geographic area you 

want to map
3. Download geographic shapefiles
4. Download demographic data
5. Make the data “GIS Ready”
6. Join the data in ArcMap



Census Geography and the 
Geographic Identifiers
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Geographic Identifier (GEOID)
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• Every piece of Census Geography has a unique 
numeric code.

• Every piece of Census Geography has data 
associated with it.

• GEOID is the key to                                                               
to putting Census                                      Data on 
the map!



What do you mean by Census 
Geography?
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• State, County, City, Township, American Indian 
Areas

• Census tracts, block groups, blocks
• School Districts (Elementary, Secondary, Unified)
• 111th Congressional District
• State Legislative Districts (Upper/Lower)
• Voting District
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GEOID MATH

19 + 153 = 19153
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GEOID10

• In the Census TIGER/Line data, 
concatenation is already done for you

• GEOID10 holds the concatenated value
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Census TIGER/Line Files
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The History of TIGER

• Built after the 1980 Census to solve 
serious mapping issues

• First deployed in support of 1990 Census
• TIGER/Line almost an after thought

– Desktop GIS didn’t really exist in the late 
1980s



Time Line

• 1990 TIGER Built and deployed to support 
1990 Census
– Updates of legal and statistical boundaries
– Features, names, address ranges
– First release of TIGER/Line data



Time Line

• 1990s, built and maintained the Master 
Address File (MAF)

• Updated TIGER to geocode new 
addresses

• Updated legal/statistical geography
• Conversion from NAD27 to NAD83



Time Line

• 2000s…..
– Migration to COTS technology
– Spatial Accuracy enhancement, 7.6m CE95

• Sources: state and local GIS data, imagery
– Updated legal/statistical geography



Time Line

• 2010s…..
– Continued partnering with state and local 

partners to obtain GIS data
– Continued address development by 

incorporating local address sources
– Census road updates through GPS enabled 

field data collection



The Original TIGER/Line

• From late 1980s through early 2000s, 
TIGER/Line was a series of flat ASCII data 
files

• Required a 3rd party software to convert to 
a specific format

• The TI in TIGER, Topologically Integrated



Current/Future TIGER/Line

• TIGER/Line now released as shapefiles
• Plans for WFS/WMS access are in the 

works



Cartographic Boundary Files

• State level files for selected geographies
• These are generalized files…

– Line segments removed to simplify 
boundaries

– Significantly reduces the size of the files
• CAUTION!!  Don’t mix county based 

TIGER/Line files with Cartographic 
Boundary files
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http://www.census.gov
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2010 Tract Boundary
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2010 Tract Boundary
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American FactFinder
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What is the American FactFinder?

• A Data Access Website 
• Searches by

– Topics
– Geographies
– Population Groups
– Industry Codes



What is the American Factfinder?

• Provides quick access to data from 
– Decennial Census
– American Community Survey
– Population Estimates Program
– Economic Census
– Annual Economic Surveys



For now, there are 2 AFFs

• The most current version is called 
American Fact Finder 2 (AFF2)

• Legacy data is being transitioned into 
AFF2

• Upon completion, AFF will go off-line



How Do I Get to It?

• factfinder2.census.gov or
• www.census.gov, and click on the 

American FactFinder Link
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Alright, now what?

• The data are now in a “spreadsheet” 
format

• We need a “database” format
• Changes are necessary to make the data 

“GIS Ready”



Making the Data “GIS Ready”

1. Save a copy of data in a spreadsheet 
format

– Retain column header/description
2. Ensure only 1 unique column header 
3. Ensure GEOID field is accurate



SF1 Data
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www.census.gov/rdo/
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Mapping the Data
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Mapping the Data

• Remember, GEOID is the Key!!
• Open the Shapefile and join to the Access 

Table
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Geographic Contact Information

Craig Best
Supervisory Geographer
US Census Bureau
1211 N 8th St, Kansas City, KS  66101

913-551-6833
craig.duane.best@census.gov
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