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The Census Data API

 Application Programming Interface

 Data Service

 Enables data providers to expose data in a 
standardized way

 Enables software developers to use Census 
Bureau data within their applications
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Advantages

 Reduces the learning curve by standardizing 
across multiple datasets 

 Access only the variables and geographies 
needed

 No need to host data on another server

 Gives immediate access to most current data

 No complex interface
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Uses

 Supports mobile and web applications

 Drives interactive data visualizations

 Connects to statistical analysis software like R
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Using the API
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Example: American Community 

Survey
http://api.census.gov/data/2013/acs1?get=NAME,B17001_002E&for=state:*
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Output

Returns data in json format that looks like this:

[["NAME","B17001_002E","state"], 
["Alabama","883371","01"], 
["Alaska","67016","02"], 
["Arizona","1206460","04"], 
["Arkansas","565469","05"], 
["California","6328824","06"],

Continued…
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Four Easy Steps

1
Identify the 

dataset you want 
to use

http://api.census.gov/
data.html

http://www.census.go
v/developers/

2 Identify items 
needed

Variable names 
/variables.html

Geography codes 
(usually FIPS)
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Four Easy Steps

3 Build the request
?get=variable,names,separated,by

,commas

&for=geography level:code

4 Put it all together
http://api.census.gov/data/2013/a
cs1?get=NAME,B17001_002E&for=

state:*

12



Example: American Community 

Survey
http://api.census.gov/data/2013/acs1?get=NAME,B17001_002E&for=state:*
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API Discovery Tool
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How to Build a Request

http://api.census.gov/data/2013/acs1?get=
NAME,B17001_002E&for=state:*

1
Start your request 
with: 
api.census.gov/data
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How to Build a Request

http://api.census.gov/data/2013/acs1?get=
NAME,B17001_002E&for=state:*

1
Add the data year to the 
URL. This is usually the 
year the data were 
collected.
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How to Build a Request

http://api.census.gov/data/2013/acs1?get=
NAME,B17001_002E&for=state:*

1 Add the datset name.

api.census.gov/data.html
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How to Build a Request

http://api.census.gov/data/2013/acs1?get=
NAME,B17001_002E&for=state:*

2 Start your request 
with ?get=
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How to Build a Request

http://api.census.gov/data/2013/acs1?get= 
NAME,B17001_002E&for=state:*

3
Add variables.

api.census.gov/data/20
13/acs1/variables.html
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How to Build a Request

http://api.census.gov/data/2013/acs1?get=
NAME,B17001_002E&for=state:*

4
Add geography.

api.census.gov/data/20
13/acs1/geography.html
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Output Format

[["NAME","B17001_002E","state"], 
["Alabama","883371","01"], 
["Alaska","67016","02"], 
["Arizona","1206460","04"], 
["Arkansas","565469","05"], 
["California","6328824","06"],

Continued…
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Resources

 Census Developers Page

 API Discovery Tool
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Developers Page
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Register for a Key
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API Discovery Tool
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Resource Links

Census Developer Page:

 http://www.census.gov/developers/

API Discovery Tool:

 http://api.census.gov/data.html

 http://api.census.gov/data.xml

 http://api.census.gov/data.json 

Convert JSON to CSV data:

 http://www.convertcsv.com/json-to-csv.htm
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Questions?

Contact:

Tammy Anderson

Tammy.S.Anderson@census.gov

301-763-5247
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