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How to Download Census Data from American 
Factfinder and Display it in ArcMap 

Factfinder provides census and ACS (American Community Survey) data that can be downloaded in a tabular format and 

joined with Census Tiger line files so the data can be displayed in ArcMap. This exercise will guide you through the 

process of downloading, joining, and displaying data. 
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Using Factfinder to Find Census Data 

Searching for Data 
 

1. Open the New American FactFinder using this link: http://factfinder2.census.gov 

 

You have several options for searching: 

 Community Facts links you to popular tables for a city of interest. 

 Guided Search helps you narrow down your search by type of data, topics, geography, and race. 

 Advanced Search allows you to perform a keyword search and also narrow down your search by a variety of 

factors, including topic, geography, year, dataset, industry codes, etc. 

 

We will use the Advanced Search for this tutorial as it provides the most options for searching. Feel free to experiment 

with the other searches as well. The end result in all searches is a data table. 

  

http://factfinder2.census.gov/
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2. Click on Advanced Search and Show Me All. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The left sidebar provides several ways to search for data, including by 

topic, geography, population group, and industry code.  We suggest 

starting your search by Geography, since not all data is available for all 

geographies. This will help narrow down the data available to you. 

 

3. Click on “Geographies.” This will open a new “Select Geographies” 

window. 

4. You can search by an address, place name, or identify a location on the 

map. In the “List” tab, you can select the geographic type (county, 

census tract, etc.) from the drop down menu. After you have selected 

your geography, click on “Add your selection.”  
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5. Your selection will be added to the “Your Selections” box on the top, left side of the screen. Close the geography 
window if it is not already closed.  
 

In the center of the screen, all the data that are available for the geography you selected will be displayed. Note that not 

all data are available for all geographies. If you do not specify a geographic location before downloading a dataset, data 

for the default location usually downloads, which in most cases is Alabama. Now you are ready to choose your dataset 

and download the table. 

 

There are many ways to narrow your search. You can search for a keyword in the search box.  

 

 
 

Or you can select a race or ethnic group, search by industry code, or select a topic. Selecting a 

topic is one of the easiest ways to narrow down your search.  

 

6. Click on “Topics” at the left and notice that it expands to include several 

subcategories. You can expand each of the categories to find your variables of interest. To 

search for a specific survey (ex. 2009 5-year ACS, 2010 SF1, etc.), use the “Dataset” category.  
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7. Once you find your data of interest, click on a category in 

blue to add it to “Your Selections.” You can choose as 

many categories as you want, however each time you 

select a category, it will NARROW down your results, it 

will not add datasets to your search results. If you want 

data for several different categories (ex. race, 

employment, etc.) you will have to perform a new search 

after downloading your first dataset. Once you have 

finished adding your topics, close the window. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. To see the variables that are included in each dataset, click the “i” button next to each data table. An example 

data table will appear in a new window. 
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Downloading Data Tables 
 

Once you have determined which data tables you will use, there are buttons at the top of the “Search Results” box to 

both “View” and “Download” the data. You want to view the data first and then download it. This will give you more 

download options. 

 

1. Check the box next to your dataset(s) of interest. 

2. Click “View.” You will see a sample table.  

3. Click “Download.” Select Comma Delimited format (either option). Check the box for “Include descriptive data 

element names” if you want your file to include a description of each variable rather than just a question code. 

4. Click ok.  

5. Once the file is ready, download it to your computer and unzip the file. 

 

 

 
 

If you selected more than one dataset, you will need to scroll to each dataset and download it individually. 
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You can now view the data in Excel. Factfinder also gives you the option to make simple maps for each variable by 

clicking on the Create a Map button. 

 

If you will not be mapping your data in Arcmap, stop here. If you will be mapping your data, 

keep your Factfinder table(s) open and read on. 

Downloading Geographic Boundary Files (TIGER files) using “Create a Map” 
 

By creating a map in Factfinder, you are able to download the associated geographic boundaries (TIGER files), without 

having to go to a separate web site. You will still need to join your data table to this file in ArcMap, since Factfinder only 

lets you map one piece of data at a time; however it is easier to join the TIGER files to the data table using this method. 

 

1. Click “Create a Map” and select any piece of data in your table. Data that can be selected will be in blue. It may 

take a few minutes to create your map. 

2. When the tool is finished processing, click Show Map. 
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3. Once the map is created, click “Download” and select “Shapefiles.” 

 

 
 

 
 

4. Unzip the TIGER files you downloaded from the Factfinder map. You will add them to ArcMap later on. 

Preparing Factfinder Data for Joining in ArcMap 
 

1. Unzip the .csv file of the data table(s) that you downloaded earlier and then open a table in Excel. 

2. You need to modify the table to make it compatible for joining in ArcMap. Do the following: 

a. Create only one header row. You will need to delete all the header rows except for one. Spend some 

time re-naming the column headers so they are meaningful to you. You should also save a copy of the 

original excel file to refer to after some of the header rows are deleted. 

b. Make sure data values start in row 2. 

c. Make sure no special characters (. , - &) are in the column headings. 
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3. Save this table in .xlxs format (not Excel 97-2003). Close the Excel file. 

 

Joining the Excel Table to your TIGER ShapeFile in ArcMap 
 

1. Open ArcMap. 

2. Click the add data button ( ) in the top toolbar and navigate 

to the TIGER files you unzipped. If you don’t see your folder 

listed, click the “connect to folder” button to access the folder   

( ). 

3. Click “Add” to open the file. You will now see your geographic 

boundaries. 

4. Right click on the layer name and select “Joins & Relates” and 

then “Joins.” 

5. Make sure “Join attributes from a table” is selected in the drop 

down menu. 

6. Use the following parameters and click “Ok”: 

a. Choose the field in this layer that the join will be based 

on: GEO_ID  

b. Choose the table to join to this layer: Click on the folder 

icon and navigate to place where you saved your Excel 

table. 

c. Choose the field in the table to base the join on: Id (or 

whatever you called the column with the 20-digit code) 

d. Make sure “Keep all records” is selected 

e. Click “OK” 
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7. Look at the join you just completed by right clicking on the layer name and selecting “open attribute table.” 

Scroll to the right. Now all the census data has been added to your table. Close the table window. You can add 

data from more tables by repeating this procedure. 

8. The join is temporary until you export the shape file to a new file. To do this, right click on the file name and 

select data > export data.  

9. Name the file something that makes sense to you, rather than the default “export-output” and choose to save 

the file to a location on your computer.  Change “Save as Type” to Shapefile. Click “ok” 

 

 
 

10. When asked if you want to add the exported layer to your map, click “yes.” 

Visually Displaying Census Data 
 

1. Right click on the layer you just added to your map document and select “Properties.” 

2. In the Symbology tab, select “Quantities” on the left and “Graduated colors.” 

3. For the Value, choose any of your variables. 

 

If your data are percentages: 

 

1. Click on the “label” heading at the top of 

the table and select “Format labels…” 
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2.  Choose “percentage” and then click “Numeric options…” In this 

menu you can choose the number of decimal places you wish to 

display.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Click “Ok” three times to exit out of all the windows. Your map 

now visually displays your selected variable.  

 

 
 

 

You could access the symbology tab again 

and change the number of classes (ranges of 

values) from 5 to another number, change 

the colors displayed, or choose another 

variable to display. 
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Appendix 

Downloading Tiger files from the Census Geography Page 
 

If you will be joining data tables from Factfinder to census boundary files (TIGER files), follow 

the instructions above, which describe how to download files from the “Make a Map” section 

of Factfinder. These files include a 20-digit ID number that make joining the files easier than if 

the TIGER files are downloaded separately.  
 

If “Make a Map” is not working or you need TIGER files for other purposes, complete the 

following steps. 
 

1. Go to the census home page ( http://www.census.gov) and click on Geography/TIGER . 

 

 

 
2. Click on “Tiger/Line Shapefiles & Files” 

 
 

http://www.census.gov/
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3. Select the year of the TIGER files that you need. This should correspond to the year of your data. If you are using 
multi-year data, such as 2007-2010 ACS data, download the TIGER files from the most recent year of your data. 
In the previous case, you would download 2010 TIGER files. 
 

 
 

4. Expand the Download box and choose how you want to download your files. We will use the web interface.  To 
see what files are available, click File Availability. Not all files are available at all geographic levels. For example, 
census tracks are not available for the entire United States because the files would be too large. Instead, they 
are available for each state. 
 

 
 

5. Select the layer type that you need and press “submit.” If you want to learn more about census geography, look 
at the Technical Documentation. 
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6. Select your geographic area (you will have different options depending on the layer type you choose) and click 

“Download.”  

 

 
 

 

7. Once the file downloads, right click to unzip it.  

Preparing Factfinder Data for Joining to TIGER files in ArcMap 
 

Follow these steps if you downloaded your TIGER files from the geography section of 

census.gov. If you downloaded files from the “Make a Map” section of Factfinder, see the 

instructions above. 
 

1. Unzip the .csv file of the data table that you downloaded from Factfinder and then open it in Excel. 

 

2. You need to modify the table to make it compatible for joining in ArcMap. Do the following: 

a. Create only ONE header row. You need to delete all the header rows except for one. Spend some time re-

naming the column headers so they are meaningful to you. Also save a copy of the original excel file to refer 

to after some of the header rows are deleted. 

b. Make sure data values start in row 2. 

c. Delete special characters (. , - &) from the column name. 

 

The ID in the ArcMap attribute table to which you will be 

joining this table is in a text format. Id2 in this Excel file should 

also be text for the join to work properly.  

 

3. Convert the id2 column to text by highlighting the 

column, right clicking, and selecting “format cell.”  Choose text 

for the format. 
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Important note for future use: 

If id2 contains a leading zero, as is the case for Alaska, Alabama, Arkansas, Arizona, California, Colorado and Connecticut, 

it will be missing from the table downloaded from FactFinder and will only appear as a 4-digit number. However, the 

leading zero will appear in the table associated with the TIGER files, making it a 5-digit number. Because the numbers 

differ you will not be able to join them without adding that zero. You will have to create a new column in your Excel file 

and add the zero using the concatenate function. Your formula will look something like this: 

 = CONCATENATE("0", B2). You can read more about this function in the Excel help menu. 

 

4. Save this table as .xlxs format (not Excel 97-2003). Close the Excel file. 

5. You can now proceed to the section above called “Joining the Excel table to your TIGER ShapeFile in ArcMap” 

 

 


