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Background 
Household telephone surveys provide an important tobacco-control tool for research, monitoring and 
evaluation, and policy-making, but declining response rates of surveys and various measurement issues are 
undermining the quality and utility of survey data.  In November 2008, the Ontario Tobacco Research Unit 
(OTRU) hosted the Ontario Tobacco Control Conference: Tobacco Control for the 21st Century: Challenges in 
Research and Evaluation.  Approximately 30 survey researchers and data users met in a concurrent working 
session to consider the state of telephone surveys of tobacco use.  Presentations and discussion considered the 
decline in response rates and selected measurement issues.  The participants made many suggestions to address 
these issues, and identified some promising developments.  This research update highlights the issues discussed 
and recommendations made at the concurrent working session.   
 
The Issues 
Issues affecting the generalizability of tobacco-control research now and in the future include: 

• With declines in smoking prevalence, it is increasingly difficult for household telephone surveys to 
locate and capture smokers.  

• Response rates have decreased, especially within large urban areas; obtaining a representative sample of 
smokers by phone requires a larger sample and is more costly.  

• Growing household smoking bans may make smokers with only land-line phones less accessible.  
• Non-standardized definitions and measures often affect the validity and reliability of results of survey 

research.   

Recommendations and Future Directions  
A series of recommendations and future directions were identified:   
 
Survey Design and Planning 

• Conduct fewer, but smarter, surveys (more targeted, less repetition).  
• Establish a coordinated ethics review process that is common across institutions and is consistent across 

the country.  
• Adapt Random Digit Dialing (RDD) sampling frames to include cell and internet phones. 
• Develop sampling frames for conducting surveys on the web.  
• Create pre-screened panels of potential survey participants.  
• Develop, test and refine multi-mode surveys, especially web-based surveys to complement telephone 

surveys.  



• Consider (again) what variables should be monitored beyond tobacco use. 
• Use standard definitions for key constructs across surveys.  
• Develop and implement a standard definition of “adults” in surveys.  
• Develop better coordination between federal and provincial players with respect to designing and 

conducting general population and school surveys.  
• Develop a national data base of school-level smoking rates.   
• Establish an ongoing working group on response rate issues, with a focus on developing a respondent 

panel.  
 

Field Operations 
• Develop methods to encourage timely and accurate responses to surveys on the web. 
• Place more onus on call-bank providers to remove ineligible numbers and to include cell and cable-

based phones.  
• Use biochemical validation to assess standard questions on smoking behaviour.  
• Develop new methods for reaching populations that currently are under-represented.  
 

Research and Analysis 
• Identify the parameters that affect representativeness within existing survey data sets (e.g., in-school 

status) in order to adjust the sample through re-weighting.  
• Conduct sensitivity analyses of the impact on survey estimates of various approaches to re-weighting 

and imputation.   
• Look for opportunities to combine data from separate, compatible surveys.  
• Conduct a thorough empirical examination of the factors behind declining response rates as a guide to 

developing effective solutions.  
• Examine the association between survey context/question order and estimates of key indicators 

including smoking status.  
 

Knowledge Transfer 
• Document best practices for maintaining/increasing response rates and share this with survey 

practitioners and funding agencies.  
• Prepare a commentary on how to interpret and describe response rates and share this with researchers, 

advocates, policy-makers, editors and funding agencies.  
• Report data for youth (less than age 20) by single year of age where possible. 
 

Other Solutions 
• Use available regulatory and legal mechanisms to improve the quality of data on cigarette sales, by 

clearly distinguishing retail from wholesale sales, and sales containing contraband and smuggled 
products.  

 
Conclusions 
There was a general consensus that the status quo threatens to undermine the quality and usefulness of survey 
data.  Household telephone surveys, with their declining response rates, are becoming less representative.  While 
conventional strategies may not solve the problem, identified recommendations provide possible next steps to 
work towards solutions.  
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