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BRFSS HistoryBRFSS History

• State-based system in collaboration 
with CDC

• Established in 1984 with 15 states 
• Began with six individual-level risk 

factors associated with leading causes 
of premature mortality among adults

• Cigarette smoking; Alcohol use; Physical 
inactivity; Diet; Hypertension; Safety belt use
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• Conducted by all 50 states, DC, Puerto 
Rico, U.S. Virgin Islands, and Guam

• Largest continuously conducted 
telephone health survey in the world

• 264,684 interviews in 2003
• Nearly 3 million interviews overall
• Primary focus on adult behaviors linked 

with leading causes of death
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• Height & weight
• Pregnancy status

• Age
• Gender
• Race & racial makeup
• Marital status
• Education level
• Employment status
• Income
• County of residence
• Zip code 
• Number of children in household
• Height & weight
• Pregnancy status



SAFER · HEALTHIER · PEOPLE

CoreCore
• Health Status
• Health Care Access
• Healthy Days (Health-

related quality of life)
• Emotional Support and 
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• Childhood asthma 
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• West Nile Virus
• Bioterrorism
• Environmental health
• Suicide 
• Osteoporosis
• Food handling
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Responding to September 11thResponding to September 11th

• Connecticut, New Jersey, and New York 
added questions on effects of terrorist attacks 
on World Trade Center 
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• All states use core questionnaire
• Standardized methodology for collection 

and analysis
• Allows for state-to-state comparisons
• Now allows for local-to-local 

comparisons (SMART BRFSS)
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• States receive monthly telephone 
sample from CDC

• Household sample design
• Random digit dialing
• Random selection of adult 18+ years
• Conduct interviews, data entered into 

CATI system
• States edit data
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• States can track any changes
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Rapid TurnaroundRapid Turnaround

• States receive mid-year data reports, 
now quarterly

• Receive preliminary reports within a 
week of final year data

• In 2004, 43 states had final reports by 
end of January, all by March

• Data available to public on Web site by 
six months after end of data collection
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• State and local government
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• Government agencies
• Universities – faculty & students
• Research organizations
• Health professionals in nonprofits
• Insurance companies
• Managed care organizations
• Businesses
• Public 
• Even elementary and middle school students!
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Contributions to Public HealthContributions to Public Health
• Key component in major public health 

issues for the last two decades

National
CDC programs
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Prevalence of Obesity* Among U.S. AdultsPrevalence of Obesity* Among U.S. Adults
(*BMI ≥30, or about 30 lbs overweight for 5’4” person)(*BMI ≥30, or about 30 lbs overweight for 5’4” person)

1996199619901990 20032003

20%–24%     20%–24%     <10%<10% 10%–14%10%–14% 15%–19%15%–19%No DataNo Data ≥25%≥25%

Prevalence of Diabetes* Among U.S. AdultsPrevalence of Diabetes* Among U.S. Adults
(*Includes gestational diabetes)(*Includes gestational diabetes)

19901990 19961996 20032003

>10%     >10%     No DataNo Data <4%<4% 4%–6%4%–6% 6–8%6–8% 8–10%     8–10%     

Source: Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System, CDC.Source: Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System, CDC.
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Flu Vaccine ResponseFlu Vaccine Response

• Vaccine shortage announced October 5
• Worked with state coordinators and 

National Immunization Program
• In November, all states incorporated       

new questions
• Data submitted weekly
• By November 6, 56% of adults aged         

65+ who received vaccine last year had 
been vaccinated this season
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Folic Acid CampaignFolic Acid Campaign
• U.S. Public Health Service recommendation

– All women of childbearing age take 400 mcg folic acid

• To plan public health campaign, questions added to 
BRFSS in 1997

• Result

Most women didn’t know folic acid 
prevented neural tube birth defects
Two groups emerged: Contemplators &  
Non-contemplators

• Campaign continues with two-pronged approach
• Steady increase in knowledge shown
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State ActionState Action

• Identify emerging health problems
• Program development
• Policy development
• Tracking health risk trends
• Program evaluation
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Prevalence of Women Who Never Had a 
Mammogram, Ages 40 and Older

BRFSS 1990–2002
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Local BRFSS Data ImpactLocal BRFSS Data Impact
• Williamson County, Texas — 56% no physical 

activity, 34% overweight, and 21% obese
• Local public health officials took notice — and 

ACTION
• Created bicycle maps with routes, roadway 

ratings, safety tips 
• Developed Web-based application for 

customized maps: wcbikemap.org
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• “Selected Metropolitan/Micropolitan 
Area Risk Trends from the BRFSS”

• How? Increased sample size and 
county of residence
– Metropolitan/Micropolitan Statistical Areas 

(MMSAs)
– Counties
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SMART BRFSSSMART BRFSS

• Standardized weighting methodology
• MMSA – 500 or more interviews
• Counties – able to be weighted
• 98 MMSAs & 146 counties for 2002
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BRFSS Web SiteBRFSS Web Site
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BRFSS MapsBRFSS Maps

• Web-based interactive mapping 
application

• Uses geographic information system 
(GIS) mapping technology

• Graphically displays state and MMSA 
prevalence data

• Features include: info tool, save and 
print map images, change classification 
methods, downloadable GIS data
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Research & DevelopmentResearch & Development

• Expert panel recommendations
• Advanced letter
• Impact of National Do-Not-Call list
• Multi-mode surveillance
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Future PlansFuture Plans

• SMART BRFSS — Continue increasing 
local data coverage

• 2nd Expert Panel — Stay on cutting 
edge of survey methodology

• Panels — Follow-up studies of 
subpopulations identified by BRFSS

• Web Enabled Analysis Tool
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www.cdc.gov/brfss
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