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War Stories from the Drug Survey

The primary data driver behind US drug policy is the National Survey
on Drug Use and Health. This insider history traces the evolution of the
survey and how the survey has interacted with the political and social
climate of the country, from its origins during the Vietnam War to its
role in the war on drugs. The book includes firsthand accounts that
explain how the data were used and misused by political leaders, why
changes were made in the survey design, and what challenges research-
ers faced in communicating statistical principles to policymakers and
leaders. It also makes recommendations for managing survey data
collection and reporting in the context of political pressures and tech-
nological advances.
Survey research students and practitioners will learn practical lessons

about questionnaire design, mode effects, sampling, nonresponse,
weighting, editing, imputation, statistical significance, and confidential-
ity. The book also includes common-language explanations of key terms
and processes to help data users understand the point of view of survey
statisticians.

joseph gfroerer was responsible for analysis and supervision of the
National Survey on Drug Use and Health for more than three decades
as a statistician at the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) and the
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA). A widely recognized expert in methods for substance use
surveys, he authored dozens of peer-reviewed journal articles and book
chapters and hundreds of government reports on survey methodology
and substance use epidemiology. A member of the American Statistical
Association for more than thirty-five years, he has received numerous
awards from NIDA, SAMHSA, the White House, and the American
Public Health Association for his work on the survey.
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Preface

In the fall of 2013, I decided to end my federal career after thirty-seven
years as a statistician in the US Department of Health and Human
Services. During my final months before retiring in January 2014, it
occurred to me that the project I had worked on for the past thirty years,
the National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH), had an inter-
esting history, including amusing stories and valuable lessons for statisti-
cians and government leaders. But the stories were not only about
statistics and survey research; they were also about management, how
government operates, politics, personalities, and the nation’s drug abuse
policies. I felt that this history would be of interest to a broad audience,
not just survey researchers. I also knew that these stories from years ago
were still relevant because they were often used as examples and justifi-
cation to guide current decision-making, or simply to explain why the
survey was the way it was. I realized that the only way this history would
be appreciated and preserved was for me to write the story. My direct
involvement in the survey since the early 1980s, including serving as the
lead federal official responsible for managing the project from
1988 through 2013, gives me a unique perspective on the survey’s
history. I had saved much of the survey’s documentation in my paper
and electronic files, and also in my head. With the aid of the collection of
published and unpublished reports, internal memos, notes from meet-
ings, and interviews with other people involved in the survey, I was able
to construct a complete chronicle of the survey. Most of it is based on my
firsthand knowledge of the events described. Keeping in mind the wide
range of people who may be interested in learning about how surveys are
conducted, drug policy, and government, I have kept complex statistical
discussions to a minimum. There are no formulas in the book, just
simple explanations of some key statistical concepts.

My initial work on the survey was at the National Institute on Drug
Abuse, conducting analysis with the data files from the 1974–79 surveys.
I participated in planning for the design of the 1985 survey. I became
alternate project officer in 1983, and project officer in 1988. With full
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responsibility for managing the survey contract, and little staff support, it
was necessary to become familiar with every aspect of the project. As the
survey grew in size and importance, and moved to the Substance Abuse
and Mental Health Services Administration, I was able to gradually
recruit and hire staff with a wide range of survey-related expertise to
build a strong, diverse team to manage the project. The survey team has
faced many difficult management, design, and analysis problems. The
solutions we implemented often worked but sometimes failed. These
experiences serve as lessons that can guide statisticians and survey man-
agers in their work, and suggest factors that are associated with survey
success. I am pleased to share these experiences with other statisticians
and managers of surveys, to help them make sound decisions when they
face similar challenges.

Joseph Gfroerer
Frederick, Maryland

August 2018
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SPG Special Projects Group
SSDP State Systems Development Program
SSR state sampling region
TEDS Treatment Episode Data Set
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