Using American FactFinder and the DataFerrett to Download Data
Collected by the U.S. Census Bureau
American FactFinder
We most commonly use American FactFinder to obtain data from the annual American Community
Survey.
Note: As of July 1, 2019, Census Bureau data are available at https://data.census.gov. New data will no
longer be released on American FactFinder.
Step 1. Go to https://factfinder.census.gov.
Step 2. Select Advanced Search or, to get results only from the American Community Survey, go down
the page to “What We Provide” and then select the “get data” option next to the American
Community Survey.
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Step 3. Click on the Geographies option to the left of the screen.

Step 4. If you want to download information for your city, select “Place” as your geographic type and
then select your state and city. Once you have done so, click “Add to your selections” (you can
do this as many times as needed if you want additional localities) and then click in the top right
to close the window.
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If you want to download information by census tract, select “Census Tract” as your geographic
type and then select your state and county (or counties). It will probably be easiest to simply
download all of the census tracts for the county (or counties) and then sort through them later
than to try to select them in advance. To do so, just click on the first option to add all census
tracts in the relevant county, add it to your selection, and close the window. When you
download the data, it will be disaggregated by census tract, and you can simply remove the
census tracts not located with the boundaries of the city. If you are not able to find a list of the
relevant tracts online, it may make sense to consult your planning department or a local expert,
particularly as sometimes census tracts do not map neatly onto city or neighborhood
boundaries.
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Step 5. Once you have selected your geography, you can either browse tables or select additional
options on the left to narrow the list of tables.

Step 6. Select the table you’re interested in, and you will get information only for your selected
geographic area. If you have selected a city, it will be for the whole city. If you have selected
census tracts, you will get data for each of the census tracts you have selected. At that point,
you can download the data to an Excel sheet, change geographies, print the table, or simply
record the relevant information. If you have selected multiple geographies (or an option
covering multiple geographies, such as census tracts), you can also create a map.
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DataFerrett
DataFerrett (Ferrett = Federated Electronic Research Review Extraction and Tabulation Tool) can be
used to download curated datasets from the American Community Survey, Current Population Survey
(and its supplements), and a range of other sources.
Step 1. Go to https://dataferrett.census.gov/. You will need to use Internet Explorer. You will also need
to have Java installed and allow popups for the site. The site will alert you if you don’t meet any
of these criteria so that you can adjust accordingly (there will be a red X to the left of the item
instead of a check mark). Once you meet all of the criteria, select “Launch DataFerrett.”
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Step 2. An application launch window will come up, and then DataFerrett will launch. Enter your email
address when prompted, as the data may later need to be emailed to you (see Step 16). Leave
“public use data only” checked.

Step 3. You can look at relevant information (including tutorials and a users’ guide with additional
information on DataFerrett), or simply click on “Get Data Now” to start selecting data.
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Step 4. Double-click on the relevant survey and the different subsets of the survey will pop up. If you
are looking for current annually-collected data, you will be using either the American
Community Survey or one of the supplements from the Current Population Survey. (For the
Current Population Survey, see p. 14 below.)
The American Community Survey has both one-year (Public Use Microdata Sample) and
5-year estimates (5-Year Estimates – Public Use Microdata Sample), both of which will give you
information at the Public Use Microdata Area (PUMA) level, which can often be used as a way to
get city-level data (see Step 9). (The 3-Year Estimates are also listed, but they are archival only –
they were discontinued after the 2013 release.) Select (i.e., double-click) the version you want,
click on the time period for which you want data and then select “View Variables.”
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Step 5. Select all topics (although you may want to leave “Replicate Weights” unchecked), and then click
on “Search Variables.”

Step 6. Unless you want data for the whole country, the first thing to do is to find and double-click on
the variable called “selectable geographies.”
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Step 7. A new window will pop up. Select “Public Use Microdata Area,” select “State of current
residence…,” and then select “Use Hierarchy.”

Step 8. Double-click or drag the relevant state into the middle box and then click “Next Level.”
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Step 9. A list of relevant Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMAs) for the state will appear. PUMAs are
geographic divisions used by the Census that are smaller than a city but larger than a census
tract. For the American Community Survey, the way to obtain data for the city is to select the
PUMAs located within the city. Scroll to find the relevant PUMAs for the city (they all have
descriptions, so finding the right ones should be fairly straightforward), and then double-click or
drag them over to the box on the right. When you’re finished, double-check the top of the list to
make sure that it starts with “Public Use Microdata Area.” If you have accidentally clicked on the
state (which is fairly easy to do), it will be listed at the top and you can just delete it from your
selection (just click on it so that it’s highlighted and press “Delete Selection”). Once you have
selected all of the relevant PUMAs (and removed anything you don’t want to include), select
“Finish” and you will be taken back to the variable screen. Now, when you download the data, it
will be only for the selected PUMAs (i.e., only for the relevant city).

Step 10.Next, you will want to select the correct weights. If you will be using person-level variables, you
will need the “PUMS person weight.” If you will be using household-level variables, you will
need the “Housing Weight.” Selecting these will not weight the variables for you, they will just
give you the option to weight them appropriately when using the data later, so it’s fine to select
both options. When you double-click on each of them, a new box will appear, and you will have
to click the “Select” box and then press “OK” to add the variable to the dataset. A box will pop
up letting you know that you have added it to your DataBasket (which just means your dataset).

10

Step 11.Once you’ve added the appropriate weights, you can go through and select any relevant
variables of interest in the same way that you selected the weights. This will include both the
variables that you would like to use to disaggregate the data (e.g., race, gender, disability
status) and your outcomes of interest. A few things to note:
o

You will have to select race and ethnicity variables separately. If you want a variable
containing both, you will have to recode it later.

o

If you want to look at person-level and household-level variables simultaneously (e.g.,
race and homeownership), you will need to select the RELP or “Relationship” variable.
This variable allows you to identify the person-level characteristics of the householder in
each household (RELP = 0 or “Reference person”).

o

If you want additional information about the variable, you’ll notice that when you
double-click, you’ll be able to see the details about how it is coded. If it is a continuous
variable (e.g., age), you can see information like whether there is a cut-off (e.g., 0 means
under 1 year, while 99 means 99 or older – the variable is “top-coded”) or a code for
missing values. For categorical variables (e.g., race), you can also see what the different
categories are. There may be multiple similar variables, so you can look to see which
one will best suit your needs.

Step 12.Once you have selected all relevant variables of interest, click on Step 2 on the top of the
screen.
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Step 13.The variables you have selected will all be listed. If anything is missing, you can go back to Step
1, select additional variables, and then return to Step 2. Once you have all of your variables, the
first thing you should do is select “Save Selected Variable(s) CodeBook” to the right of the
screen. This way you will be able to save a text code book that has the variable and value labels
for all of the variables you are downloading (e.g., in “Recoded detailed race code,” what does a
1 mean?). You may not end up needing this information later if you are able to download the
data in SPSS, Stata, or SAS, but it’s always safer to download it right away (as sometimes these
options do not work or you may only have access to Excel).

Step 14.Finally, you’re ready to download your data. Click on “Download.”
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Step 15. A number of options will pop up. If you only have Excel, select “Comma Delimited,” while if you
have SPSS, Stata, or SAS, one of those is preferable as you will receive syntax that will code and
label all of the variables and values for you. Once you’ve selected the file format, select “Get
Extract.”
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Step 16.If everything is working correctly, a new browser page will pop up where you can download the
relevant file(s). For a comma-delimited file, there will be only one link. For SPSS, Stata, and SAS,
there will be two links, one to a comma-delimited file and one to a syntax file that you will need
to run to load the data into the relevant program. If things are not working correctly, a new
browser window will not pop up, the processing box will disappear, and you’ll be returned to
the download options. Alternatively, a browser window might pop up, but with an error
message. If either happens, check the box to “Download data in batch mode” and click on “Get
Extract” again. At that point, a link to the download browser page will be emailed to you directly
and the (and the link page may also pop up).

Step 17.Download the relevant file(s) by right-clicking and selecting “save as” (or “save link as”).
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Note: If you are working with the Current Population Survey, the steps will be the same, but the
geographies—and how to get to them—vary depending on the supplement, as do the names of the
weights. The Current Population Survey has a number of different supplements, but only a subset is
collected annually: Food Security, March Annual Social and Economic Supplement (which used to be
called just the March Supplement), School Enrollment, and Veterans.

With the exception of the March Annual Social and Economic Supplement, data can generally be
selected at the county level using selectable geographies, but it should be noted that not all counties are
available. To select the county, you will go through the same process as with selecting PUMAs, but
instead will select “County” before going to “Use Hierarchy.” You will then be able to select the state
and the relevant county from the list when you go to “Next Level.”
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For the March Annual Social and Economic Supplement, you will only be able to select the county (or, in
some cases, the principal city in the metropolitan area), after you have downloaded the file. When you
go to selectable geographies, you will only be able to select the state. You should still select the state,
but in addition to doing so, you will want to include three geographic variables in your dataset: GTCO
(the FIPS County Code), GTCBSA (the Metropolitan Statistical Area FIPS Code), and GTINDVPC (the
Individual Central City Code). The latter two will only be useful if you are downloading data for the
central city in the metropolitan area, however.

FIPS county codes are available here: https://www.census.gov/geographies/referencefiles/2018/demo/popest/2018-fips.html.
To see if your county and city are included in the March Annual and Social Economic Supplement and to
find the corresponding FIPS codes, you can view the technical documentation for the supplement at this
link: https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/techdocs/cpsmar18.pdf (all geographic
information is in Appendix E).
While the names of the weighting variables will vary depending on the supplement, you will still be able
to get a person-level and a household-level weight. The household weight will always be labeled as
household, while the person weight may be labeled as a final or composited final weight.
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