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What is the Behavioral Risk Factor 
Surveillance System (BRFSS)?



• Overview of BRFSS survey
• History and purpose of BRFSS
• Survey methods  and process for adding 

questions
• Review of survey results
• Accessing BRFSS data
• Examples of how data are used

Presentation Outline



• Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System
• Random digit dial state based telephone survey
• Adults ages 18 and older
• Measures personal behaviors that put health at 

risk
• Collaboration between CDC and 

States/Territories
• Arkansas BRFSS participation since 1993

What is BRFSS?



• In the 1980s research showed health behaviors 
play an important role in unnecessary deaths 
and diseases.

• In 1984 CDC started the state-based BRFSS to 
collect health information on risk behaviors and 
health practices that affect health status.

• By 1997 all states were participating.

BRFSS History



BRFSS Survey Design



Telephone Surveys

Households with a telephone are selected



People 18 and older are randomly selected

Random Sample



Interviewers are Trained



Computer Assisted Telephone Interview
(CATI)



Telephone Interview 
and Data Entry



Calls are made 7 days a week

• 2,300 – 2,500 calls per month

• More than 100,000 calls nationwide per year



Data Collection

• Arkansas BRFSS contracts with Clearwater 
Research

• Interviews are monitored to maintain and 
ensure data quality.

• Data are sent to state & CDC
• CDC aggregates monthly data for the entire 

year.
• Final data are available by March of the 

following survey year.



Data are weighted...

• to compensate for unequal 
selection probability

• to ensure that data can be used 
to represent the Arkansas adult 
population



• Core 

– Asked by all states

• Optional Modules 

– Specialized topic questions states can 

choose to include

• State-added questions 

– state specific questions to address state 

and local issues

Design of BRFSS Questionnaire 



Topics Included in the BRFSS 
Questionnaire

Age
Sex
Ethnicity
Race
Marital status
Education level

Employment status
Income
County of residence
Pregnancy status
Children <18 years 
in household

Core: Demographics



Topics Included in the BRFSS 
Questionnaire Core: General Health 

Self-reported health status
Health insurance
Personal health provider

Quality of life and care giving
Height
Weight
Disability



Topics Included in the BRFSS 
Questionnaire Core: Health Conditions 

Diabetes 
Awareness of  high blood pressure
Awareness of high cholesterol

Oral health 
Asthma history 

Cardiovascular disease
Arthritis  



Topics Included in the BRFSS 
Questionnaire Core: Risk Behaviors 

Smoking [current smoking status and quit smoking attempt in past year]
Tobacco indicators 
Other tobacco products
Alcohol use [drinking frequency, avg. drinks/occasion, occasions 5+ drinks]
No leisure time physical activity 
Physical activity 
Seatbelt Use
Hypertension
HIV/AIDS
Immunization
Fruit and vegetable consumption
Weight control
Folic acid



Topics Included in the BRFSS 
Questionnaire Core: Health Services

Health care coverage and utilization
Breast cancer screening
Cervical cancer screening
Prostate cancer screening
Colorectal cancer screening
Flu & pneumococcal vaccination



Topics Included in the BRFSS 
Questionnaire Emerging Core

Novel H1N1 Adult Immunization
Gastrointestinal Disease



Optional 
Modules

Diabetes

Weight Control

Access to Eye Care

Heart Attack and Stroke

Women’s Health

Actions to Control HBP

Intimate Partner Violence

Secondhand Smoke



When you can’t smoke cigarettes
because of clean indoor

air restrictions, do you use chewing
tobacco or snuff?

State Added Questions: Tobacco Control



Are you aware that the health 
Department offers free to low cost 
breast exams and mammograms?

State Added Questions: Women’s Health



What is the farthest distance that you
can walk by yourself, without any 

special equipment or help 
from others?

State Added Questions: Disability



•$700 - $800 per question
•July 1 planning for next survey begins
•Proposals are due by September
•Proposals are reviewed by committee in October
•Pre-testing of state added questions begins late
October

•December questionnaire is finalized

How to add BRFSS Questions



• State and Local Health Departments
• Students and Researchers
• Non-Profit Agencies
• Federal Agencies
• Research organizations
• Insurance companies
• Media

Who uses it?

BRFSS



How it is used?
• Assess health needs and personal 

behaviors of the population
• Plan, implement, and evaluate public 

health strategies
• Identify health disparities
• Prepare grant proposals
• Publish scientific articles in professional 

journals

BRFSS



Results for Tobacco Use Data



Prevalence of Current Smokers
Adults Ages 18 and Older by Year

BRFSS, 1995 – 2009

Source: http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/brfss/index.asp
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Prevalence of Current Smokers
Adults Ages 18 and Older

by Gender, BRFSS, 2000 & 2009

Source: http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/brfss/index.asp
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Prevalence of Current Smokers
Adults Ages 18 and Older

by Agegroup, BRFSS, 2000 & 2009

Source: http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/brfss/index.asp
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Prevalence of Current Smokers
Adults Ages 18 and Older by Race & Ethnicity,

BRFSS, 2000 & 2009

Source: http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/brfss/index.asp
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Prevalence of Current Smokers
Adults Ages 18 and Older by Income Level,

BRFSS, 2000 & 2009

Source: http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/brfss/index.asp
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Prevalence of Current Smokers
Adults Ages 18 and Older by Education Level,

BRFSS, 2000 & 2009

Source: http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/brfss/index.asp
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County BRFSS Prevalence for 
Arkansas Adults Who Are Current 

Smokers

Source: www.healthy.ar.gov



State to State BRFSS Prevalence for 
Adults Who Are Current Smokers, 

2008

Source: http://www.cdc.gov/brfss



Other Examples



CDC Behavioral Surveillance Division         
Publications



Scientific Publications



State Reports



State Reports



State Factsheets



Accessing BRFSS data
• Submit requests to latonya.bynum@arkansas.gov

Tables, charts, fact sheets, maps, or data files
• AR BRFSS County Estimates: www.healthy.ar.gov

1) Click on B in A – Z Index
2) Click Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System
3) Click on County Data
4) Click on report of choice (years: 2004 – 2008)

• CDC BRFSS: www.cdc.gov/brfss
Click on Prevalence Data and Trends Data
Click on BRFSS Maps



Success Story

New Program Created by the University of Arkansas Medical 
Sciences (UAMS) Partners for Inclusive (PIC) Communities 

Office: Arkansas Disability and Health Program

The UAMS Partners for Inclusive Communities (PIC) used the BRFSS
information to target their health promotion efforts. After finding 
disparities in rates of obesity, the PIC implemented a new health 

intervention (Living Well with a Disability) at local independent living 
centers. 



Success Story

Clean Indoor Air Act Protects the Public from Secondhand 
Smoke

According to the U.S. Surgeon General, nonsmokers who are 
exposed to secondhand smoke at home or at work have a 25%–
30% higher risk for heart disease and a 20%–30% higher risk for 

lung cancer. No level of secondhand smoke exposure is safe.

According to the BRFSS, current smoking prevalence among adults 
in Arkansas was 23.5% in 2005, compared with 20.5% nationwide. 
In April 2006, state lawmakers used the BRFSS data to support their 

decision to pass the Arkansas Clean Indoor Act, which prohibits 
smoking in work and public places, including bars and restaurants.





A powerful tool for 
health professionals.

BRFSS



Contact Information

LaTonya Bynum
Phone: 501-661-2003
Toll Free: 1-800-462-0599 Ext. 2003
Website: http://www.healthy.ar.gov
Email: latonya.bynum@arkansas.gov


