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Overview

There are many different tools for 
accessing census data. Some are freely 
available while others are commercial 
products. 

In this workshop, we’ll explore four of 
these products—Social Explorer, 
NHGIS, GeoLytics Neighborhood 
Change Database, and IPUMS-USA. 

Each tool has unique features and 
functionality that make it useful for 
particular types of projects.



Overview of the U.S. Decennial Census
Part One



What is the Census?

The U.S. Constitution mandates that the 
Census of Population and Housing be 
undertaken every ten years to apportion 
seats in the House of Representatives.

The census has been taken decennially 
since 1790. Census 2010 is the twenty-
third and most recent decennial census.

Census data are used to help determine 
how more than $400 billion dollars in 
federal funds are allocated to states and 
local areas. They are also used to evaluate 
many federal, state, and local programs. 



Census Questionnaire

The questionnaire has changed over time!

The first census in 1790 did little more than 
count the population. Over time the census 
included more social and economic 
questions, such as place of birth and 
occupation.

In 1940, the Long Form was introduced to 
gather more detailed information from a 
sample of the population. It was sent to 1 in 6 
households. The 2000 Census was the last 
time it was used.

The American Community Survey (ACS) has 
replaced the long form. The ACS is an 
ongoing survey that provides more detailed 
and current information.



Subjects

Demographic Characteristics
Age
Sex 
Color or Race
Hispanic Origin
Marital Status

Economic Characteristics
Industry
Occupation
Class of Worker
Employment Status
Duration of Unemployment
Year Last Worked
Income
Means of Transportation to Work
Transportation Time to Work

Social Characteristics
Free or Slave
Ancestry
Place of Birth
Place of Birth of Parents
Language
Language of Parents
Citizenship
Year of Immigration
Year of Naturalization
Veteran Status
Educational Attainment
School Attendance
Literacy
Migration

Housing Characteristics
Occupied or Vacant
Tenure (Owned or Rented)
Vacancy Status
Type of Structure
Number of Rooms
Number of Bedrooms
Condition
Water Supply
Number of Bathrooms
Value
Gross Rent
Mortgage



Census Geography

There are two main types of geographic 
areas:

Administrative/Legal areas are defined 
by law, and include states, counties, and 
congressional districts

Statistical areas are defined to tabulate 
and present data, and include 
metropolitan areas, census tracts, and 
block groups

Note that boundaries can change over 
time, especially census tracts, block 
groups, and census blocks

Standard Hierarchy of Census Geographic Entities

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (http://www.census.gov/geo/reference)
Geographic Areas Reference Manual | Hierarchy Diagrams | Terms & Concepts

 

http://www.census.gov/geo/reference
https://www.census.gov/geo/reference/garm.html
https://www.census.gov/geo/reference/hierarchy.html
https://www.census.gov/geo/reference/terms.html


GEOIDs are numeric codes that uniquely 
identify all administrative/legal and 
statistical geographic areas for which the 
Census Bureau tabulates data

FIPS codes are one type of GEOID. They 
are used to merge datasets (e.g. crime 
data with demographic data) and join 
attribute data with GIS boundary files.

 

Geographic Identifiers

Charlottesville, VA
2010 Census Tracts

How to Understand FIPS Codes

AABBBCCCCCCDEEE

A = State (2 digit FIPS code)
B = County (3 digit FIPS code)
C = Tract (6 digit FIPS code)

D = Block Group (1 digit FIPS code)
E = Block (3 digit FIPS code)



Finding decennial census data
Section Two



Social Explorer

Data Resources:
§Aggregate (summary-level) data
§Decennial Census (1790 to 2010)
§American Community Survey (2005 to 2012)

Features/Functionality:
§Intuitive interface for selecting census variables 
and geographical areas
§Setup files to export data to statistical software 
(SPSS, SAS, Stata)
§Ability to search by FIPS code
§Simple web mapping tools—choropleth, 
proportional symbol, and dot density maps 

Limitations:
§Does not have block-level data
§Difficult to select data for more than one 
decennial census

http://www.socialexplorer.com 

http://www.socialexplorer.com


NHGIS

Data Resources:
§ Aggregate (summary-level) data
§ Decennial Census (1790 to 2010)
§ American Community Survey (2005 to 2012)
§ GIS Boundary Files (1790 to 2012)

Features/Functionality:
§ Select time series tables for variables that 

can be compared over time 
§ Setup files to export data to statistical 

software (SPSS, SAS, Stata)
§ Download boundary files that can be joined 

with attribute data

Limitations:
§ Can only select data for the entire country, or 

state for block group and block data 
§ Must wait for data extract to complete

http://www.nhgis.org 

http://www.nhgis.org


GeoLytics NCDB

Data Resources:
§ Aggregate (summary-level) data
§ Decennial Census (1970 to 2010)

Features/Functionality:
§ Data normalized (cross walked) to 2010 

decennial census tract boundaries
§ Built-in map viewer to visualize data and 

export GIS boundaries files

Limitations:
§ Only contains a subset of 1000+ variables 

that can be compared over time
§ Limited to census tracts only for the 

geography and therefore, smaller 
geographies (block group) or larger 
geographies (zip code, county, or state) are 
not available

Must be used on LDC@C computer
http://data.library.virginia.edu/datasources/licensed/geolytics/ 

http://data.library.virginia.edu/datasources/licensed/geolytics/


IPUMS USA

Data Resources:
§Public-Use Microdata Samples (PUMS)
§Decennial Census (1850 to 2000)
§American Community Survey (2000 to 2012)

Features/Functionality:
§Analyze data online 
§Setup files to export data to statistical software 
packages (SPSS, SAS. Stata)
§Recode variables and create custom tabulations 
and crosstabs
§Documentation on comparability of variables

Limitations:
§Must wait for data extract to complete
§Limited to larger geographical areas (e.g. PUMA 
– public use microdata area have 100,000+ 
residents)http://usa.ipums.org/usa 

http://usa.ipums.org/usa


Questions?


