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The end of the survey world is near…?
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Conclusion. There are many researchers who believe 
that the telephone as a viable and attractive mode for 
surveying the general public is dying or is already dead, 
particularly advocates of nonprobability online surveys.

The Future Of U.S. General Population Telephone Survey Research
REPORT FROM THE AAPOR TASK FORCE ON “THE FUTURE OF U.S. 
GENERAL POPULATION TELEPHONE SURVEY RESEARCH”



What are the main arguments?

• Representativity is a statistical property which involves the following:
1. Everybody in the population has a chance to get into the sample (albeit with 

different probabilities)
2. Everybody who is sampled responds, or those who do not respond, do not 

do so for systematic reasons.  In other words: that non-response is not 
systematic (i.e., missing at random).

• Consider alcohol surveys (classic):
1. Important groups are not part of the sampling frame (heavy drinking 

populations such as homeless, institutionalized, military, etc.)
2. High and increasing non-response rates, systematic drop outs (e.g., young 

men).
3. Attempts to repair (over- and underweighting some groups) may do more 

damage than good.
4. High “undercoverage” of the alcohol sold in practically any survey.
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Lesson 1: There are no longer representative surveys

• But is representativeness a continuous or a dichotomous property?  
In other words, can a survey be more of less representative?

• Look at DEEP SEAS as an example!
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Is Malta more 
representative than 
Latvia?  What if within 
the regions of Malta, 
there are similar 
extreme differences as 
between the countries 
sampled for DEEP 
SEAS?

Statistical 
theory vs. 
practical 
considerations



Lesson 2: With little tricks one may achieve better 
survey results

• If you go into quota, do not accept overall quota (i.e, for all countries 
of DEEP SEAS; overall quota for sex in a country).

• Ask for quota within reasonable units (i.e., for all regions within a 
country, there should be combined quota for sex, age, and SES).

• This will increase the price of panels but still nowhere near the prices 
of the old way of probability surveys.
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Lesson 3: The end of the omnibus surveys

• If a can no longer have a survey, which is representative for a country, 
and thus for all characteristics within a country, I should concentrate 
on theoretically derived sampling, theoretical for what I want to 
achieve.

• Example: MUP in Scotland
Major aims of the policy:

• To reduce overall drinking.

• To reduce heavy drinking of the most vulnerable. 
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Consequences for sampling

• For question 1 (reduction of drinking), adult APC could be measured if 
we assume there are not a lot of cross-border activities.

• Or a large sample of households with a control group (like Northern 
England).
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From O’Donnell et 
al., 2019; BMJ



Consequences for sampling II

10

Results Primary interrupted time series analyses 

found that the introduction of MUP was associated 

with a drop in reported weekly total alcohol 

consumption of 5.94 g (95% CI 1.29 to 10.60), a drop 

in off-trade consumption of 3.27 g (95% CI −0.01 to 

6.56) and a drop in on-trade consumption of 2.67 g 

(95% CI −1.48 to 6.82). Associated reductions were 

larger for women than for men and were greater 

among heavier drinkers than for lighter drinkers,

except for the 5% of heaviest drinking men for whom 

an associated increase in consumption was found. 

Secondary before-and-after analyses found that 

reductions in consumption were greater among older 

respondents and those living in less deprived areas. 

The introduction of MUP was not associated with a 

reduction in consumption among younger men and 
men living in more deprived areas.

Rehm et al., 2022



Lesson 4: We need specific methodology for specific 
questions

• A survey testing hypotheses regarding overall increases/decreases 
needs different methodology and sampling than a survey testing 
hypotheses about impact on young heavy drinkers!

• Combine survey methodology with other methodology like scanning 
of supermarket buys

• Combine survey methodology with experimental methodology (many 
research questions are not about representative prevalence but 
about causality!)
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Lesson 5: Use external validations!

• APC as example

• You cannot compare the results of two surveys where one survey has 
20% coverage and the second survey has 37% coverage

=> Modelling is key
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Conclusions

• Despite the end of representativeness we will still need surveys in the 
future

• We will need to be better in light of optimising possibilities like quota 
sampling which will be the future.

• There will be the end of thoughtless omnibus alcohol surveys, which 
will be replaced by surveys with clearer, more focussed objectives, 
external validators, and modelling.
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