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Agenda

ÅNotes about American FactFinder(for comparison purposes!)

ÅTools for aggregate data

ÅNHGIS - free

ÅCommercial Sources

ÅSocial Explorer (commercial)

ÅSimplyAnalytics(commercial)

ÅPolicyMap(commercial but free to NC through NC LIVE)

ÅBonus Material

ÅOnTheMap, Census mapping tool with economic data

Å Tools for microdata

Å IPUMS USA (free)

Å IPUMS Terra (free)

ÅDataFerrett(free)

Å Federal Statistical Research Data Centers (by approved application only; $$$$$ unless 
researcher is affiliated with a member institution)

Note:  Iõll be 

focusing on the 

population data, 

and on table 

production rather 

than maps.



First, A Caveat

ÅRegardless of the tool, it helps A LOT to know something about the data.

Iõll spend very little time today explaining Census methodology but instead 

recommend the June 12, 2013 Help! session at https://bit.ly/2DVYEBD.

ÅSometimes, AFF is the right tool.

ÅI recommend playing around with these tools.  You canõt break them and you 

learn a lot.

https://bit.ly/2DVYEBD


Comparison Table ðAggregate Data

Tool
Decennial/

ACS

Aggregate/ 

Microdata 1

Current/

Historical
Ease of Use2 Ownership

American FactFinder3 Both + many more Aggregate Current 
(mostly)

Medium Government

NHGIS Both + some more Aggregate Both Medium Non-profit

PolicyMap Both + many more Aggregate Both but limited 

historical
Easy Commercial

SimplyAnalytics Both + many more Aggregate Current 
(mostly)

Medium to Hard Commercial

SocialExplorer Both + many more Aggregate Both Easy Commercial

(Notes on slide 6)

https://factfinder.census.gov/
https://www.nhgis.org/
https://www.policymap.com/
http://simplyanalytics.com/
https://www.socialexplorer.com/


Tool Tables/Maps Online? Register?
Bulk 

Download

Application 

Time

American FactFinder3 Both but mapping is 

complicated & limited
Yes No

Through 

Download 

Center

N/A

NHGIS Tables; download .shpfiles Yes Yes Yes N/A

PolicyMap Maps but can download some4

tables
Yes No but can No N/A

SimplyAnalytics Both Yes No but can No N/A

SocialExplorer Both Yes Yes Yes N/A

Comparison Table ðAggregate Data (Notes on slide 6)

https://factfinder.census.gov/
https://www.nhgis.org/
https://www.policymap.com/
http://simplyanalytics.com/
https://www.socialexplorer.com/


Notes

1. òSummarizedó tables are aggregate data about an area, generally offered for 

public release.  Microdata are anonymized responses for an individual 

respondent and their household, and can be used flexibly to create customized 

analyses.

2. Ease of use is completely subjective, based on my experience using these 

products with undergraduate students, with reference to the complexity of the 

interface.  (Everything gets easier the more you use it.)

3. American FactFinderwill be replaced by data.census.gov.  Transition is 

happening 2018-2020.

4. Some data in PolicyMapis licensed from third parties and cannot be 

downloaded in tables, only portrayed in maps.



Understand American Factfinder
https://factf inder.census.gov/

ÅCensus Bureauõs official online database

ÅProvides complete available tables but only for most current years*

ÅNot very user-friendly, but some orientation to interface helps

ÅTimes out in 30 minutes; use Download Center for big downloads

ÅFirst ACS block group data provided is 2013 (for ACS BG data, always use 5-year files)

ÅTo be replaced by data.census.gov (soon-ish)



Understand AFF:  Records Management Rules 

ÅDecennial census (every 10 years): retain and display the current and 1 prior 

ÅCurrent: Census 2010 

ÅPrior: Census 2000 

ÅQuinquennial census (every 5 years): retain and display the current and 1 prior 

ÅCurrent: ECON 2007 

ÅPrior: ECON 2002 

ÅAnnual surveys: retain and display the current and 4 prior (5 for ACS)









Questions?



ÅGrant-funded project from UMN Pop Ctr

ÅGeocoded (pop) Census data back to 1790

ÅHas tables & .shpfiles, but cannot pull one geography alone

ÅHave to register, but free; accounts are renewed on an annual basis

ÅInterface not entirely intuitive; still need to know a lot about the Census

ÅProcesses data requests off-line (asynchronously) so good for big downloads

National Historical Geographic Information System
https://www.nhgis.org/





Enter at least 50 words here ð

can be gibberish with lots of 

spaces.







Note:  no selection of specific 

geographies ðpulls all data 

nationally for the unit selected.



Tables down hereé 

éare those available given selections up here.

Canõt grab multiple variables at once.


