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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Over the past two decades, New York has made significant strides in reducing the incidence of impaired driving 
on its roadways.  The number of alcohol-related fatal crashes has declined by 60%, dropping from 884 fatal 
crashes in 1981 to 355 in 2008.  However, there is concern that further progress will be difficult to achieve since 
the alcohol-related fatal crash rate has been on an upward trend in recent years, increasing from 24% in 2004 to 
31% in 2008.  To address this concern, in spring 2008, New York’s Governor’s Traffic Safety Committee (GTSC) 
established the New York State Task Force on Impaired Driving.  The Task Force has been charged with 
conducting a comprehensive examination of the scope and causes of the problem of impaired driving and 
developing recommendations for reducing crashes resulting from impaired driving.  To support the work of the 
Task Force, the GTSC is funding the Institute for Traffic Safety Management and Research (ITSMR) to conduct a 
series of research studies on specific topics that have been identified by the Task Force.  This document reports 
on the initial study conducted by ITSMR to establish an estimate of how often motorists drink and drive.    

 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

The study addressed the following key research questions:   

 How many motorists drink and drive and how frequently do they engage in this behavior? 

 What would influence drinking drivers to change their behavior? 

 
The research design for the study used a multi-method approach that incorporated: 

1. A telephone survey of New York State drivers (a random sample of 865 drivers were interviewed)   

2. Focus groups of convicted impaired driving offenders (9 focus groups involved drivers who had 
completed the state’s Drinking Driver Program (DDP) and 9 groups involved drivers who were on 
probation for DWI-related violations)     

 
 

KEY FINDINGS 
 

 There are approximately 85,000 impaired driving trips every day in New York State. 

 Only about 1 out of every 500 impaired driving trips results in an arrest. 

 There is public support for key initiatives:  increased enforcement, ignition interlocks, and alcohol 
assessment and treatment. 
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Frequency of Drinking and Driving 
 
The analyses conducted to answer the questions of “how many motorists drink and drive and how frequently” 
used weighted data from the telephone survey in conjunction with the number of New York State licensed 
drivers.  To provide representative and reliable measurements of New York State drivers’ perceptions, attitudes, 
knowledge, and experiences related to drinking and driving, 865 motorists ages 18 and over were interviewed as 
part of the telephone survey.  To estimate how many of New York’s licensed drivers drink and drive, a series of 
survey questions directly addressed the issue of driving after consuming alcohol.  Specific questions collected 
information from the survey respondents who said they had driven after drinking on the amount of alcohol they 
usually consume and the frequency  of their drinking. 
 
In 2008, there were approximately 11.3 million licensed drivers in New York State.  Key estimates on their 
drinking and driving behavior include: 
 

 In the past year, 1.7 million licensed  drivers (15% of New York’s  11.3 million licensed drivers) drove 
at least once after having 3 or more drinks, a level at which they were likely to be impaired.  

 These 1.7 million drivers made 31 million trips while they likely were impaired, averaging more than 
85,000 trips per day.   

 With an estimated 64,800 arrests for drinking and driving and 31 million impaired driving trips in 
2008, the probability of arrest for drinking and driving is only about 1 out of every 500 impaired 
driving trips.  

 
The statistical sampling error is + 3.3 percentage points at the 95% confidence level.  It is important to note that 
the above estimates may be conservative because most people probably under report rather than over report 
their drinking behavior. 
 

Opinions on How to Reduce Drinking and Driving 
 
To address the research question of “What would influence drinking drivers to change their behavior?”, the 
telephone survey respondents were asked specific questions on how to reduce drinking and driving among the 
general driving population, whereas the focus group participants were asked questions about deterring 
convicted drinking drivers from becoming repeat offenders.    
 

Opinions of Telephone Survey Respondents 
 

All 865 of the survey respondents were asked what should be done to reduce drinking and driving: 
 

 21% thought that more DWI enforcement was needed  

 15% thought more education was needed   

 10% thought the fine should be changed and 5% thought the license sanction should be changed 

 6% thought stricter penalties in general were needed 
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When asked whether the total cost of being convicted for drinking and driving would influence most people to 
reduce the frequency of their drinking and driving, 20% said the cost would have to be at least $10,000.  Another 
20% said that no amount would be high enough to cause those who drink and drive to change their behavior.    
 
The survey respondents who had driven after drinking in the past year were asked what would have the greatest 
deterrent effect on them:  

 53% said that the fear of hurting someone  

 19% said the $5,000-$10,000 costs associated with drinking and driving convictions 

 10% said the loss of their driver’s license  

 
All 865 respondents were asked about their attitudes toward the evaluation of drinking drivers and the use of 
ignition interlocks: 

 84% felt that all drivers should be evaluated after the first offense to see it they have a serious 
drinking problem; an additional 13% felt they should be evaluated after the second offense.   

 94% thought that all drivers convicted of impaired driving should be required to have an ignition 
interlock (57% thought drivers should be required to have an ignition interlock after the first offense 
and 37% thought they should be required after the second offense).   

 
Opinions of Focus Group Participants 

 
Since the focus group participants were drivers who had been convicted of drinking and driving at least once, 
they were asked their opinions on what might deter convicted drinking drivers from becoming repeat offenders.  
Four key themes emerged from the focus group discussions: 
 

 Knowing others who have had a DWI is not a deterrent  

 Despite almost all participants knowing family members or friends who had been arrested 
for DWI, participants generally did not think it would happen to them.    One participant said 
“I don’t think hearing about anybody who has a DWI has an effect on anybody until it 
happens to them.” 

 Penalties for repeat offenders should be stricter 

 The DDP participants indicated that the penalties should “make punishment more of a 
punishment.”  However, some DDP participants and some probation participants said that 
stiffer penalties such as longer periods of license suspension/revocation or jail sentences are 
not effective.   

 Almost all probation group participants said an ignition interlock should be a penalty or 
sanction for a second offense; some said it should be required after a first offense.   
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 Treatment (if appropriate) should be mandatory   

 Almost all DDP participants and many of the probation participants said that treatment 
should be mandatory. 

 Many probation participants said that a sentence to probation should be combined with 
treatment. 

 Public information and education efforts need to be changed  

 Participants said that education should occur at all levels, beginning in school well before 
kids are old enough to drive and then be given at key points in their driving career, including 
at time of permit test, road test, full licensure and at age 21. 

 Participants also said that public information messages (PSAs) need to target several 
different audiences.  

 Public information messages should be graphic, accurate and “real”.  Use real people to tell 
what really happens when you get arrested and convicted for drinking and driving.  Involve 
real victims of alcohol-related crashes in messages. 

 Limit alcohol advertisements   
 
 

SUMMARY 
 
The multi-method approach was designed to provide a comprehensive overview of the impaired driving issue in 
New York State, and, in particular, to provide an estimate of how frequently motorists drink and drive.  The 
findings from the telephone survey and focus groups provide an unprecedented opportunity to examine the 
issue of drinking and driving from different perspectives by providing information on drivers’ reported attitudes, 
perceptions, knowledge, and experiences related to drinking and driving.    
 
Specific findings from the study should produce opportunities for the various teams of the Task Force on 
Impaired Driving to develop and implement new programs and policies designed to reduce drinking and driving 
among New York’s motorists.   The results from this study should also provide more realistic input for the 
computer simulation model that was built in 2007 and 2008 to examine the flow of impaired driving offenders 
through the system, from the time of arrest to relicensing by the DMV.      
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Since the early 1980s, with the passage of the landmark anti-DWI law in 1981 that established the  
STOP-DWI program, New York has made significant strides in reducing the incidence of impaired driving 
on its roadways.  The number of alcohol-related fatal crashes has declined by 60%, dropping from 884 
fatal crashes in 1981 to 355 in 2008.  Despite this dramatic decline, there is concern that further 
progress will be difficult to achieve.   This is evidenced by the fact that New York’s alcohol-related fatal 
crash rate has been on an upward trend in recent years, increasing from 24% in 2004 to 31% in 2008.  In 
addition, over the past several years, the number of motorists ticketed annually for impaired driving has 
remained fairly constant at approximately 64,000.  To address this concern, New York’s Governor’s 
Traffic Safety Committee (GTSC) has provided support for a number of new initiatives in recent years to 
reduce impaired driving.  One key initiative is the New York State Task Force on Impaired Driving.   
 
Established in Spring 2008, the Task Force has been charged with conducting a comprehensive 
examination of the scope and causes of the problem of impaired driving and developing 
recommendations for reducing crashes resulting from impaired driving.  The Task Force is organized into 
nine teams that focus on the various components of the impaired driving system: general deterrence; 
legislation; enforcement; prosecution; courts; probation; assessment, evaluation  and treatment; 
licensing/relicensing; and research.  Each team is responsible for investigating the issues relevant to its 
area, identifying priority concerns, and making recommendations.  In carrying out their responsibilities 
over the past year, the teams have recognized the need for more comprehensive research and in-depth 
data analyses in the area of impaired driving.   To meet the need for more in-depth information and data 
on impaired driving, the GTSC is funding the Institute for Traffic Safety Management and Research 
(ITSMR) to conduct a series of research studies on specific topics that have been identified by the Task 
Force.   
 
This document reports on the initial study conducted by ITSMR which involved establishing an estimate 
of how many motorists drink and drive and how often.   The results from this study should provide the 
Task Force teams with the information they need to make informed decisions in the design and 
development of new initiatives that address the problem of impaired driving.   

 
 

BACKGROUND ON THE STUDY 

 

The primary purpose of this study was to establish a reasonable estimate of the extent to which 
motorists drink and drive in New York State.  Rather than base the estimate on the number of drivers 
who are “caught” drinking and driving by the police or are found to be impaired as a result of their 
involvement in a crash, the intent is to estimate the size of the larger pool of impaired drivers on the 
roadways who do not come into contact with enforcement.  The study was designed to supplement and 
expand the work undertaken in 2007 and 2008 to build a computer simulation model that examined the 
flow of impaired driving offenders through the system, from the time of arrest to relicensing by the 
Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV).  Legislative initiatives and policies in recent years have focused 
primarily on the back-end of the system, i.e., strengthening existing sanctions and penalties or 
implementing new ones that will deter drivers from drinking and driving again.  Despite these initiatives, 
the system remains static.   
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Of the approximately 64,000 drivers arrested for impaired driving annually in recent years, 
approximately 75% have been first-time offenders and 25% have been repeat offenders.  Built to 
replicate these historical data, the simulation model was used to explore the effectiveness of various 
policies and legislative sanctions on the system.  In doing so, the model tested many different “best 
case” scenarios, examining what impact a 100% effectiveness rate of specific policies and sanctions will 
have on the system.  While the findings from these “what if” tests indicated that some policies and 
sanctions were highly effective in reducing recidivism, some were not.  Furthermore, none of the 
policies or sanctions tested had an effect on first-time offenders, i.e., the front-end of the system.   
 
The findings from the model raised important questions related to who these drinking drivers are and 
what can be done about reducing their numbers.  To generate the historical number of persons 
arrested, the model uses a “probability of arrest” rate of 1 in 200 or .0051, with the number of persons 
drinking and driving being based on the number of licensed drivers.  The differences in the size of the 
pool of drivers who drink and drive and the number of times a motorist must drink and drive each year 
to generate the historical data document the importance of obtaining a better estimate of the extent to 
which motorists drink and drive.   Hence, the primary goal of the study was to determine how often 
motorists drink and drive.     

 
The results from this study should provide a more realistic input to the model as to how many persons 
drink and drive and how often they engage in this behavior.  The specific findings from the study should 
produce opportunities for the various Task Force teams to develop and implement new programs and 
policies designed to reduce drinking and driving among New York’s motorists.   

 

 

ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT 
     

The second chapter of this report briefly describes the research methodology used to conduct the study.  
Chapter 3 presents the results from a telephone survey of New York State drivers, while Chapter 4 
presents the results from focus groups conducted with convicted impaired driving offenders.  An 
analysis and discussion of the results from the telephone survey and the focus groups is provided in 
Chapter 5.  Chapter 6 presents key findings, conclusions and recommendations.  
  

                                                           
1
 The literature shows that the probability of arrest for impaired driving ranges from 1:50 to 1:2000. 
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
   
 

This chapter presents a description of the research design and methodology used to conduct the study.  
With a primary goal of determining how often motorists drink and drive, the study was designed to 
address the following two key research questions:   

 How many motorists drink and drive and how frequently do they engage in this 
behavior? 

 What would influence drinking drivers to change their behavior? 
 
Designing a study to establish a reasonable estimate of the extent to which motorists drink and drive is a 
challenging task.   Since there is no direct method to use in identifying who is on the roadway after 
consuming alcohol at any given point in time after having been drinking, the research design for the 
study used a multi-method approach.    
 
 

MULTI-METHOD APPROACH 
 

Based on the nature of the research questions to be addressed, the multi-method approach 
incorporated two major components: 

1. A telephone survey of New York State drivers 

2. Focus groups of convicted impaired driving offenders 

 
 

Telephone Survey of New York State Drivers 
 
The telephone survey was conducted by Fact Finders, Inc., a marketing research firm located in Albany, 
New York.  Conducted for the Governor’s Traffic Safety Committee (GTSC) and the Institute for Traffic 
Safety Management and Research (ITSMR), the survey was designed to provide representative and 
reliable measurements of New York State drivers’ perceptions, attitudes, knowledge and experiences 
related to drinking and driving.   In collecting such information, the survey serves the dual purpose of 
providing information that can be used to 1) answer the study’s research questions and 2) assist the 
teams of the Task Force on Impaired Driving in their design and development of effective 
countermeasures.   

 
Sample Design and Composition of Sample 

In order to reliably measure public opinion in New York State, a scientific random probability sample 
was designed.  The primary sample was comprised of 800 randomly selected respondents living in one 
of New York State’s 62 counties and driving at least a few times a year.   To address issues related to the 
large proportion of young drivers that use cell phones exclusively and therefore would be 
underrepresented in a random digit dialing survey based on traditional land-line telephone numbers, an 
additional 65 surveys were conducted with young drivers contacted through a purchased list of 
households that included one or more persons in the target age group to provide comparable data on 
the behaviors, attitudes and experiences related to drinking and driving in New York State.  For the 
purpose of this research, “young drivers” were defined as adults between the ages of 18 and 24.  All 



 

4 ….Study on How Frequently Motorists Drink and Drive   

interviews were conducted by telephone.  This probability sample design ensured that each household 
in New York State had an equal and unbiased probability of inclusion in the sample.  The final sample of 
865 was obtained through the use of a random digit dialing and the use of purchased lists of households 
in New York State.   Of the 865 interviews conducted, 629 were done through random digit dialing, 171 
were obtained from a purchased list of downstate households, and 65 were obtained through a 
purchased list of households with at least one resident in the target age group of 18 to 24.     

Survey Questionnaire  

The survey questionnaire was designed by the ITSMR project staff in consultation with Fact Finders.  
Fact Finders conducted telephone interviews to pilot test draft versions of the questionnaire with New 
York State drivers.  Intermediate changes to the questionnaire were made as required to produce a 
questionnaire that was comprehensive, valid, and free from contextual bias.  The final questionnaire 
was pilot tested by telephone prior to implementation of interviewing for the study.  Interviews 
conducted during pilot tests were not included in the final sample. A copy of the survey questionnaire is 
provided in Appendix A.  

Data Collection 

All interviews were completed between April 27 and July 3, 2009.  Data collection shifts extended from 
5:00 PM to 9:00 PM EDT weekdays, 11:00 AM to 4:00 PM EDT Saturdays and Sundays, and 8:00 AM to 
5:00 PM EDT weekdays as needed for those who requested callbacks during the day.  All interviews 
were conducted in English using Fact Finder’s CATI (Computer Aided Telephone Interviewing) system.    

Once randomly selected for inclusion in the survey sample, as many as ten repeat phone calls (callbacks) 
were made until a final disposition was assigned.  Without continued pursuit of the initially-selected 
drivers, a sample of convenience may have resulted from disproportionate contacts with the easiest-to-
reach drivers.  These repeated phone calls represent the persistence required to ensure that the final 
sample is unbiased and representative of the entire New York State licensed driver population.  To 
enhance the response rate while minimizing non-response error and self-selection response bias, 
respondents in this research were guaranteed anonymity for their participation.  A summary of the 
demographic characteristics of the survey sample is provided in Appendix B.  
 
Data Processing and Analysis 
 
All data were collected using the Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing system (CATI), in which 
interviewers enter responses electronically while conducting each telephone interview.  Responses to 
open-ended questions were collected verbatim and content coded. Following data collection, all data 
were thoroughly reviewed, checked, and cleaned.  
 
The data analyses were conducted by ITSMR project staff with the use of Stata and SAS® software.   
Frequencies were computed for every variable in the data set and cross-tabulations were computed for 
the key variables by the drinking status of respondents.   Because of a potential bias due to the large 
proportion of respondents ages 55 and over, all of the analyses conducted used data that were 
weighted based on the age distribution of licensed drivers in New York State.   
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For the analyses by the drinking status of respondents, the 865 respondents were grouped into three 
categories: 
 

1) Respondents who reported they did not drink 
2) Respondents who reported they drink but do not drive after drinking 
3) Respondents who reported they drink and they drive after drinking  

 
The statistical sampling error ranges from +2.1 - +3.5 percentage points at the 95% confidence level.  
The Chi square test at a level of significance of 0.05 was used to examine differences in responses by 
driver drinking status and demographic characteristics.  Only those results found to be statistically 
significant are included in the report.  The results from the telephone survey are presented in Chapter 3.    
 

 

Focus Groups of Convicted Impaired Driving Offenders 

 
While the telephone survey was designed to capture information on the perceptions, attitudes, 
knowledge and driving behaviors of the general driver population in New York State, the primary 
objective of the focus group approach was to collect detailed information from drivers convicted of 
drinking and driving.  Specific topics addressed in the focus group discussions included:  1) how often did 
the participants drink and drive before they got caught; 2) what, if anything, would have prevented 
them from drinking and driving; and 3) what sanctions/penalties did they think should be imposed for 
second and third offenses.   
 

Focus groups were conducted using two different populations of convicted impaired drivers:  1) first-
time offenders who had completed the state’s Drinking Driver Program (DDP) and 2) convicted DWI 
offenders on probation, primarily repeat offenders.  A total of 18 focus groups were conducted between 
April and June 2009, nine involving drivers who had completed the DDP and nine involving drivers who 
were on probation for DWI-related violations.     

 
Selection of Focus Group Participants 
 
To establish the focus groups, the directors of the state’s 70 DDP programs and the state’s 62 county 
probation departments were contacted and invited to participate in a focus group.  Of those who 
indicated interest in participating, nine DDP programs and nine county probation departments were 
selected for inclusion in the study.  They were selected from around the state to ensure that the focus 
groups would represent various geographical regions of the state (urban, suburban and rural).   
 
The directors of the selected DDP programs and county probation departments were responsible for 
identifying 6-12 volunteers from their program or department to participate in the focus group.  All 
focus groups were facilitated by a member of the ITSMR project staff; each focus group met for one 90 
minute session and the session was audio-recorded.  To show appreciation for their participation in the 
project, each participant was given a $25 Mobil gas card and a $10 Dunkin Donuts card.   
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Focus Group Questionnaires 
 
Because the participants from the DDP programs were primarily first-time offenders, while the 
participants from the county probation departments were primarily repeat offenders, separate 
questionnaires were designed for the DDP focus groups and for the probation focus groups.  Each 
questionnaire was designed by the ITSMR project staff and contained nine questions.  ITSMR project 
staff pilot tested the draft questionnaires and revised them as warranted.  Copies of the two focus group 
questionnaires used in the study are provided in Appendix D.  
 
Data Collection, Processing and Analyses 

 
Each focus group was audio taped and the recordings from each session were transcribed by a 
professional transcription service.  Using qualitative methods, the transcriptions were analyzed to 
identify the major themes from the 18 focus group discussions.  A detailed description of the analyses 
conducted and the results of those analyses are presented in Chapter 4.  
 
   

SUMMARY 

Incorporating the two components described above, the multi-method approach is designed to provide 
a comprehensive overview of the impaired driving issue in New York State, and, in particular, provide an 
estimate of how frequently motorists drink and drive.  The findings from the telephone survey and focus 
groups are indicative of actual drinking and driving behavior from different perspectives.   
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CHAPTER 3:  TELEPHONE SURVEY RESULTS 

 

This chapter presents the results from the telephone survey of 865 New York State drivers.  The primary 
objective of the survey was to collect information on New York State drivers’ perceptions, attitudes, 
knowledge, and experiences related to drinking and driving.  In addition to obtaining information from 
the total population of drivers interviewed, another objective of the survey was to collect information 
specifically from drivers who indicate that they drink alcoholic beverages and from those drivers who 
report that they drink and drive.   For these analyses, the 865 respondents were divided into three 
categories: 
 

1) Respondents who reported they do not drink 
2) Respondents who reported they drink but do not drive after drinking 
3) Respondents who reported they drink and they drive after drinking  

 

 
STATEWIDE RESULTS 
 
As indicated in the chart below, 863 of the 865 survey respondents provided information on whether or 
not they drink alcoholic beverages and whether they drive after drinking.  This information was used to 
divide the survey population into non-drinkers (205) and drinkers (658) and to then divide the 
population of drinkers into those who said they do not drive after drinking (295) and those who said 
they drink and drive (353).  

 
All Survey Respondents 

(N=865) 
 

Respondents with Known Drinking Status 
(N=863) 

 
 

              Non-Drinkers                  Drinkers 
               (N=205)                   (N=658) 
 

             Unknown 
       Drink/Don’t Drive        Drink & Drive       Drink & Drive Status 
                (N=295)     (N=353)                  (N=10) 
 
 

Perceptions, Attitudes, Knowledge and Behaviors of New York State Drivers 
 
The first set of survey questions was asked of the total population of New York State drivers (865) who 
were interviewed.   
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Perception of Traffic Safety Problems 
 
To obtain a general overview of how drivers view the seriousness of impaired driving relative to other 
traffic safety issues, the survey began with a series of questions designed to assess drivers’ perceptions 
of selected traffic safety problems.  As indicated in Table 3.1, over three-quarters of the respondents 
(77%) thought that drunk drivers are a major problem.  Drivers who text message while driving and 
drivers who talk on their cell phones were also perceived to be major problems by 75% and 69% of the 
respondents, respectively.  The majority of respondents also thought that aggressive drivers (65%) and 
drivers who speed (58%) were major traffic safety problems on New York State roads.  

 
 

Table 3.1 
Perceptions of Traffic Safety Problems 

How much of a traffic safety problem is each of these factors on New York State roads?  

 Major 
Problem 
(N=865) 

Minor 
Problem 
(N=865) 

Not A 
Problem 
(N=865) 

No  
Opinion 
(N=865) 

Drunk drivers 76.8% 16.2% 4.8% 2.3% 
Drivers who text on cell phones 75.2% 18.6% 2.6% 3.6% 
Drivers who talk on cell phones 68.6% 26.5% 3.2% 1.7% 
Aggressive drivers 65.0% 31.6% 2.7% 0.8% 
Drivers who speed 57.9% 33.9% 6.9% 1.2% 

 
 

When asked what they think is the most serious traffic problem overall, the largest proportion of the 
respondents said that drunk driving was the most serious (28%), followed by talking or texting on cell 
phones (27%) and aggressive driving (13%)(Table 3.2). 

 

Table 3.2 
Most Serious Traffic Problem 

All things considered, what do you think is the one most serious traffic problem? 

 (N=865) 
Drunk driving 28.4% 
Cell phone use (talking/texting) 26.6% 
Aggressive driving 13.0% 
Speeding   8.9% 
Intersections/red lights   3.9% 
High traffic volume   3.2% 
Road conditions (potholes, signage)   3.0% 
Distracted driving   2.0% 
Inexperienced young drivers   1.7% 
Other   5.7% 
No opinion/not answered   3.6% 
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Perception of Scope of Impaired Driving  
 

A series of questions was asked to further explore the perception held by more than three-quarters of 
the drivers interviewed that impaired driving is a major traffic safety problem in New York State.  The 
next two questions were designed to determine perceptions of the extent to which motorists on the 
roadways are drinking and driving.   As Table 3.3 indicates, 38% of the respondents thought that 
between 10 and 29 drivers out of every 100 on the road have been drinking.  Based on all of the 
responses to this question, those interviewed believed that, on average, 24 out of every 100 
(approximately one out of four) drivers on the roadway are driving after consuming alcohol. 
 
 

Table 3.3 
Perceptions of Scope of Drinking and Driving 

For every 100 drivers, how many do you think are driving after drinking?  
 (N=865) 

0-4 10.1% 
5-9 11.3% 
10-19 21.4% 
20-29 17.0% 
30-49 11.7% 
50-74 12.9% 
75 +   4.4% 
No opinion/not answered 11.2% 
Mean = 24  

  

 

The respondents were also asked to estimate how many drinking drivers on the roadway would be 
stopped by the police.  As shown in Table 3.4, the respondents thought that, on average, 22 out of 100 
impaired drivers (approximately one out of five) would be detected and stopped.   Based on the results 
presented in Tables 3.2 and 3.3, the respondents thought that five of the 24 drivers who were driving 
after drinking would be stopped by the police. 
 
  

Table 3.4 
Likelihood of Detection of Impaired Drivers 

Suppose there are 100 people who are drinking and driving.  
How many of these do you think will get stopped by the police?  

 (N=865) 
0-4 18.2% 
5-9 11.6% 
10-19 21.2% 
20-29 14.0% 
30-49    9.7% 
50-74 14.7% 
75 +   3.3% 
No opinion/not answered   7.3% 
Mean = 22  
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Perception of Enforcement and Courts 
  

Two additional questions in this series were used to identify perceptions regarding the likelihood of 
arrest and conviction for impaired drivers.  Nearly half (49%) of the respondents thought that at least 
three-quarters of the drivers stopped by the police for drinking and driving subsequently would be 
arrested; approximately half of those (25%) thought that 100% of the impaired drivers who were 
stopped would be arrested (Table 3.5).  On average, the respondents believed that 61 out of every 100 
drivers stopped by the police for drinking and driving would be arrested. 

 
The perceived likelihood of being convicted was slightly lower.  As Table 3.5 indicates, out of every 100 
drivers arrested for driving after drinking, the respondents thought that an average of 56 would be 
convicted of impaired driving.  

 
  

Table 3.5 
Likelihood of Arrest and Conviction of Impaired Drivers 

Suppose there are 100 people who have been stopped by the police for 
drinking and driving. How many of these do you think will get arrested?  

 (N=865) 
0-4   6.1% 
5-9   4.5% 
10-19   9.1% 
20-29   6.8% 
30-49   3.2% 
50-74 15.0% 
75-99 23.5%  
100 25.0% 
No opinion/not answered   6.8% 
Mean = 61  

Suppose there are 100 people who have been arrested for drinking and 
driving. How many of these do you think will be convicted of DWI? 

 
(N=865) 

0-4   5.7% 
5-9   3.6% 
10-19   5.6% 
20-29   7.8% 
30-49   6.5% 
50-74 25.7% 
75-99 22.6% 
100 14.5% 
No opinion/not answered   8.0% 
Mean = 56  

 
 
Two additional survey questions were designed to further assess drivers’ perceptions related to the 
enforcement of New York’s impaired driving laws.  Table 3.6 shows that 80% of the respondents felt that 
the police are very strict (40%) or somewhat strict (40%) in enforcing the state’s drinking and driving 
laws.  Approximately three-quarters felt that someone driving after drinking too much would be either 
very likely (28%) or somewhat likely (46%) to be stopped by the police in their area. 
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Table 3.6 
Perceptions of Enforcement 

How strict do you think the police are at enforcing the drinking and   
driving laws? 

 
(N=865) 

Very strict 40.1% 
Somewhat strict 40.0% 
Somewhat lenient   9.1% 
Very lenient   2.6% 
No opinion/not answered   8.2% 

  

How likely is someone to be stopped by the police in your area if they are 
driving after drinking too much? 

 
(N=865) 

Very likely 27.8% 
Somewhat likely 46.1% 
Not too likely 14.7% 
Not likely at all   1.6% 
No opinion/not answered   9.8% 

 
 
The following two questions were used to assess the perceptions of the survey respondents related to 
the likelihood of being convicted following an arrest for an impaired driving offense.   As Table 3.7 
shows, over three-quarters (77%) of the respondents thought that the courts were very strict (30%) or 
somewhat strict (47%) with people who drink and drive.   
 
An even larger majority (84%) of the respondents believe that it is very likely (42%) or somewhat likely 
(42%) that someone arrested for drinking and driving would be convicted.  
 
   

Table 3.7 
Perceptions of the Courts 

How strict do you think the courts are with people who drink and drive? (N=865) 

Very strict 29.5% 
Somewhat strict 47.0% 
Somewhat lenient 15.1% 
Very lenient  3.2% 
No opinion/not answered  5.2% 

If someone is arrested for drinking and driving, how likely do you think 
they are to be convicted? (N=865) 

Very likely 41.7% 
Somewhat likely 42.1% 
Not too likely    8.5% 
Not likely at all    1.4% 
No opinion/not answered    6.3% 
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Knowledge of Penalty for First Conviction 

It was also of interest to determine what penalty the respondents thought would be received by 
someone convicted of drinking and driving for the first-time.  Table 3.8 gives the number of respondents 
that identified a specific penalty; up to three responses were allowed.   As the table indicates, the top 
two answers were license suspension or revocation (48%) and a fine (42%), followed by DWI school or 
the Drinking Driver Program (11%). 
  
 

Table 3.8 
Knowledge of Impaired Driving Penalties 

Let’s say someone was convicted of drinking and driving and it was their 
first conviction.  What penalty do you think they would receive? 

 

(N=865) 

License suspension or revocation  47.9% 
Fine  41.5% 
DWI school/Drinking Driver Program  11.4% 
Probation  10.6% 
Community service    8.1% 
Jail    6.7% 
Points on license    5.4% 
Alcohol/Drug treatment    4.3% 
Verbal warning    3.3% 
Other  11.8% 
No opinion/not answered  16.3% 

Note:  Responses total more than 100% because up to three responses were allowed 

 
 
Knowledge and Attitudes Regarding Financial Costs of Drinking and Driving Convictions  
 
The survey also explored the respondents’ knowledge of the costs incurred by drivers convicted of 
drinking and driving and their opinions regarding at what cost people who drink and drive would change 
their behavior.  As shown in Table 3.9 below, four out of ten of the drivers interviewed (41%) thought 
that the total costs incurred by someone convicted of drinking and driving was at least $5,000 and 19% 
thought the cost was $10,000 or more. 
 
When asked what the total cost would have to be to influence most people to reduce the frequency of 
their drinking and driving, 20% said the cost would have to be at least $10,000.  Another 20% said that 
no amount would be high enough to cause those who drink and drive to change their behavior.    
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Table 3.9 
Knowledge and Attitudes Related to Costs for Impaired Driving Convictions  

How much do you think the total cost would be for fines, lawyer fees, and increased 
insurance premiums for someone convicted of drinking and driving? 
 (N=865) 

Less than $1,000   3.6% 
$1,000 - $2,499 17.7% 
$2,500 - $4,999 11.3% 
$5,000 - $9,999 21.7% 
$10,000 or over 19.2% 
No opinion/not answered 26.5% 

At what total cost do you think most people would reduce the number of times 
they drink and drive? 
 (N=865) 

Less than $1,000   6.5% 
$1,000 - $2,499 13.6% 
$2,500 - $4,999    3.3% 
$5,000 - $9,999 14.2% 
$10,000 or over 20.0% 
No amount 19.7% 
No opinion/not answered 22.7% 

 
 
Attitudes Regarding Evaluation of Drinking Drivers and Ignition Interlock Sanctions  
 

Another set of questions was designed to collect information on attitudes and opinions regarding what 
should happen to someone who has been convicted of drinking and driving.  A series of statements were 
read and respondents were asked if they agree or disagree with each statement.   
 
As Table 3.10 shows, 84% agreed that persons should be evaluated to see if they have a serious drinking 
problem after a first impaired driving offense and 13% said that persons should be evaluated after being 
convicted two or more times; 2% disagreed with requiring an evaluation even after a driver has been 
convicted of drinking and driving two or more times. 
 

Table 3.10 
Attitudes Toward Evaluation of Drinking Drivers 

All persons should be evaluated to see if they have a serious drinking problem… 
 (N=865) 

After the first offense  84.4% 

After two or more offenses 12.7% 

Persons convicted of drinking and driving should not be evaluated   2.5% 

No opinion/not answered   0.4% 
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A similar question was asked regarding attitudes toward the installation of ignition interlock devices on 
the vehicles driven by convicted offenders to prevent them from drinking and driving.  The responses to 
the use of this sanction are presented in Table 3.11.  As the table shows, the majority (57%) believe that 
an ignition interlock should be installed after conviction on a first offense and 37% thought this device 
should be required after two or more offenses.  Only 5% of the respondents thought that ignition 
interlock should not be required for any drinking drivers. 
 
After this survey was conducted, New York State passed a law greatly expanding the use of the ignition 
interlock sanction.  Effective August 18, 2010, all offenders convicted of DWI are required to be 
sentenced to a minimum of six months on ignition interlock.  
 

Table 3.11 
Attitudes Toward Ignition Interlock for Drinking Drivers 

All persons should be required to have an ignition interlock device 
 
 

placed on their vehicle to prevent them from driving after drinking… (N=865) 

After the first offense 56.6% 

After two or more offenses 37.3% 

Persons convicted of drinking and driving should not be required to  
have an ignition interlock 

 
  4.9% 

No opinion/not answered   1.2%  

 

Opinions on How to Reduce Impaired Driving 
 
When asked a general question regarding what should be done to reduce drinking and driving,  21% of 
the drivers interviewed thought that more enforcement was needed and 15% thought education was 
the key (Table 3.12).  Various changes to the penalties assessed for impaired driving offenses were also 
mentioned, including the fines (10%) and license sanctions imposed (5%); 6% thought stricter penalties 
in general were needed. 

  

Table 3.12 
Opinions on How to Reduce Drinking and Driving 

In your opinion, what should be done to reduce drinking and driving?   
 

(N=865) 

More DWI enforcement  20.9% 
Education  15.1% 
Fine    9.5% 
Stricter penalties     5.9% 
License suspension/revocation    4.9% 
Jail    4.6% 
Greater awareness of DWI    4.3% 
Bar-related (e.g., server training)    4.2% 
Ignition interlock    3.2% 
Other  12.0% 
No opinion/not answered  15.4% 
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Opinions on Effective Communication Methods 

Finally, the survey respondents were asked what communication methods would be most effective in 
relaying messages about impaired driving to them.   The majority of drivers (63%) indicated that 
television would be the best way to reach them, 14% said the Internet, 8% said radio, 7% said billboards 
and 5% said through the newspaper (Table 3.13). 
  

 

Table 3.13 
Communication Methods 

What is the best way to reach you with messages about drinking and driving?   (N=865) 

Television  63.3% 
Internet  13.7% 
Radio    8.3% 
Billboards     6.7% 
Newspaper    5.4% 
Other    1.6% 
No opinion/not answered    1.0% 

 

 

Perceptions, Attitudes and Behaviors of Drivers Who Drink  

 

Drinking Behavior 

 

The next series of questions focused on drivers who reported that they drink alcoholic beverages.         
As Table 3.14 shows, 76% of the respondents reported that they consume alcohol while 24% are non-
drinkers.  Drivers who drink were then asked about the frequency, location and other information 
related to their drinking behavior.   
 
 

Table 3.14 
Alcohol Consumption 

Do you ever drink alcoholic beverages such as beer, liquor or wine?  (N=865) 

Yes 
No 
No opinion/not answered 

76.1% 
23.6% 
  0.3% 
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The majority of drivers who consume alcohol report that they drink occasionally (65%), 17% drink only 
on weekends, 11% drink three or four times a week, and 7% drink daily (Table 3.15).  When they drink, 
two-thirds of the respondents (68%) said that they have one or two drinks, 26% have three or four and 
6% have five or more drinks.  

  

Table 3.15 
Frequency and Amount of Alcohol Consumed 

Would you say you have at least one drink… (N=658) 

Daily 
3 to 4 times a week 
Weekends only 
Occasionally 
No opinion/not answered 

   6.5% 
 11.4% 
 16.5% 
 64.7% 
   0.9% 

  

Thinking about when you drink alcohol, which category best describes the 
number of drinks you usually have?  

 
(N=658) 

More than 10 drinks  0.5% 
5 to 10 
3 or 4 
1 or 2 

 5.4% 
25.7% 
67.7% 

No opinion/not answered   0.7% 

 

Six out of ten respondents said they are most often at home when they drink alcoholic beverages; the 
next largest proportion said that they are usually at a restaurant (18%), followed by 11% who are usually 
at a friend’s house, and 6% who drink most often at a bar.  Three-quarters of the respondents who most 
often are somewhere other than home when they drink said that they usually get to and from that 
location by car (Table 3.16).     
 

Table 3.16 
Drinking Location 

When you drink alcohol, do you most often drink…  (N=658) 
At home 60.9% 
Restaurant 17.8% 

Friend’s house 10.8% 

Bar   6.4% 

Somewhere else   2.3% 
No opinion/not answered   1.8% 

  
(For those who drink somewhere other than at home)  

Do you usually get to and from this location by car? (N=257) 

Yes 75.0% 
No 23.2% 
No opinion/not answered    1.8% 
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Perceptions, Attitudes and Behaviors Related to Drinking and Driving  

  

The next series of questions asked of the respondents who drink related to their drinking behaviors and 
decisions regarding driving after drinking.  

 

Drinking and Driving Behavior 
 

 As Table 3.17 indicates, 22% of the respondents said they do not drink differently if they think they will 
have to drive while 75% said they do change their behavior.  When asked what they do differently, the 
most frequent responses were that they don’t drink at all (48%) or they drink less (37%).  Others let 
someone else drive (6%), wait before driving (4%), or eat or drink non-alcoholic beverages (3%).  
 
Over half of the respondents (56%) who drink alcoholic beverages said they felt they were unsafe to 
drive after one or two drinks and 29% said after three or four drinks.  Six percent said that they 
considered themselves unsafe to drive after five or more drinks.  The average number of drinks after 
which persons considered themselves unsafe to drive was 2.4 drinks.  

  

Table 3.17 
Drinking and Driving Decisions 

Do you drink differently if you think you have to drive?  (N=658) 

Yes 74.6% 
No 22.2% 
No opinion/not answered   3.2% 

          (If yes) What do you do differently?  (N=488) 

Don’t drink at all 48.0% 
Drink less 36.7% 
Use a designated driver/let someone else drive   5.6% 
Wait before driving   4.0% 
Eat/drink water, coffee   2.9% 
Other   2.8% 

After how many drinks do you consider yourself unsafe to drive?  (N=658) 

1 or 2  56.1% 
3 or 4 28.6% 
5 or more    6.3% 
No opinion/not answered   9.0% 
Mean = 2.4 drinks  

 

Another series of questions was asked to determine the extent and frequency of drinking and driving 
among the survey respondents.   Those who reported that they drink alcoholic beverages were asked if 
they had driven after drinking in the past year and how many drinks they had consumed.  Those who 
admitted driving after drinking in the past year were asked how many times this occurred.  These 
respondents were then asked about their drinking and driving behavior within the past month.   
As indicated in Table 3.18, 45% of the respondents said that they have not driven after drinking in the 
past year while 54% said they had driven after consuming one or more drinks.  Eleven percent said they 
had driven after three or four drinks and 2% said they had driven after five or more drinks.   
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While 55% of the respondents indicated that they had driven after drinking only once or twice in the 
past year, 17% said they drank and drove three or four times, 19% said five to ten times, and 5% drove 
after drinking more than 10 times in the past year. 
  
When asked about their drinking and driving behavior in the past month, 66% said that they had not 
driven after consuming alcohol in the last 30 days, 30% said they had driven after having one or two 
drinks, and 4% had driven after having three or more drinks; 23% of the respondents reported drinking 
and driving three or more times in the past thirty days.   

  

Table 3.18 
Frequency of Drinking and Driving 

In the past year, have you driven after you had…  (N=658) 

More than 10 drinks  0.5% 
5 to 10 drinks  1.3% 
3 or 4 drinks 11.4% 
1 or 2 drinks 40.5% 
Have not driven after drinking in past year 45.1% 
No opinion/not answered   1.2% 

  
(For those who have driven after drinking in the past year)  

About how many times have you done this in the past year? (N=353) 

1 or 2 times 54.7% 
3 or 4 times 17.3% 
5 to 10 times 18.7% 
More than 10 times    4.5% 
No opinion/not answered    4.8% 

  
 In the past 30 days have you driven after you had…  (N=353) 

More than 10 drinks   0.3% 
5 to 10 drinks   1.1% 
3 or 4 drinks   2.3% 
1 or 2 drinks 29.7% 
Have not driven after drinking in past 30 days 66.0% 
No opinion/not answered   0.6% 

  
(For those who have driven after drinking in the past 30 days)  

About how many times have you done this in the past 30 days? (N=118) 

1 or 2 times 76.4% 
3 or 4 times 14.8% 
5 to 10 times   7.1% 
More than 10 times  0.6% 
No opinion/not answered   1.1% 
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The respondents who indicated that they had not driven after drinking in the past year were asked what 
the primary deterrent to drinking and driving was for them.  As Table 3.19 shows, the reasons most 
frequently given for not drinking and driving related to the danger involved and the fear of hurting 
themselves or someone else (41%).  Another 17% said that personal reasons, such as wanting to set a 
good example for their children and others, influenced them not to drink and drive.  Six percent said 
they knew someone who had been affected by drinking and driving and 3% said they had a prior arrest 
and/or conviction for impaired driving.  

  

Table 3.19 
Main Reason for Never Driving After Drinking 

What is the main reason you never drive after drinking?  (N=300) 

Fear of injuring self or someone else  21.6% 
It’s dangerous/I don’t feel safe  19.8% 
Personal reasons  16.6% 
Alcohol slows reflexes/want to be aware  13.1% 
Know someone affected by drinking and driving    5.7% 
Fear of being arrested     3.3% 
Prior arrest /conviction    2.5% 
Fear of losing job    2.0% 
Other  12.0% 
No opinion/not answered    3.4% 

 

Those respondents who reported that they have driven after drinking in the past year were asked what 
would have the greatest deterrent effect on them (Table 3.20).   Over half of the respondents (53%) said 
that the fear of hurting someone would have the greatest influence on getting them to stop or reduce 
how often they drink and drive.   The next most frequent responses were the $5,000-$10,000 costs 
associated with drinking and driving convictions (19%) and the loss of the driver’s license (10%). 

  

Table 3.20 
Deterrents to Drinking and Driving 

For you, which of the following would have the greatest influence on 
stopping or reducing how often you drink and drive?  

 

(N=353) 

Fear of hurting someone  52.9% 

Cost of $5,000 to $10,000  18.6% 
Loss of license  10.2% 
Arrest and booking     8.8% 

Vehicle being impounded     3.5% 

Ignition Interlock     1.9% 
No opinion/not answered     4.1% 
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When respondents who said that they had driven after drinking in the past year were also asked what 
they would most likely do if they had been drinking and felt they shouldn’t drive home, the most 
frequent answer was that they would let someone else drive (36%), followed by call a friend or family 
member (33%), and call a cab (21%) (Table 3.21). 

 

Table 3.21 
Behavior After Drinking If Should Not Drive 

If you had been out drinking and felt that you really shouldn’t drive 
home, which of the following would you be most likely to do? 

 

(N=353)  

Let someone else drive 
 

36.2% 
Call a friend/family member  32.5% 
Call a cab  20.5% 
Wait    7.6% 
Something else    2.2% 
No opinion/not answered    1.0% 

 

 

Experience with Being Ticketed and Convicted of Impaired Driving 
  

Three percent of the respondents who report that they drive after drinking have been ticketed for 
drinking and driving.  Of those who have been ticketed, 69% indicated that they have been convicted 
(Table 3.22). 

 

Table 3.22 
Drivers Ticketed and Convicted of Impaired Driving 

Have you ever been ticketed for drinking and driving?  
 

(N=353) 

Yes    3.4% 
No   96.6% 
   

 (For those who have been ticketed)   
Have you ever been convicted of drinking and driving?  (N=12) 

Yes 
 

69.1% 
No  30.9% 

 

Experience with Police Road Blocks 

All of the respondents were asked a series of questions related to their experience with police road 
blocks.  As Table 3.23 indicates, 59% of the drivers surveyed had gone through a road block in the past 
five years; 26% of these drivers went through a road block at night, 37% during the day and 36% had 
gone through road blocks during the day and at night.  Forty percent of the drivers who had gone 
through a police road block said it was a sobriety check point where the police were checking for drivers 
who were impaired. 
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Table 3.23 
Experience with Police Road Blocks  

In the past 5 years, have you gone through a police road block?  
 

(N=865) 

Yes  58.8% 
No  40.0% 
No opinion/not answered    1.2% 

   
(If yes) Was this at night, during the day or both?  (N=509) 

Night  26.2% 
Day  36.8% 
Both  36.0% 
No opinion/not answered    1.0% 

   
Was it a sobriety check point where police were checking for 
drunk drivers? 

 
(N=509) 

Yes  39.5% 
No  43.4% 
No opinion/not answered  17.1% 

 

Comparison of Drinkers Who Drive After Drinking and Those Who Do Not  

Additional analyses were conducted to gain further insight into the characteristics of persons who 
indicate they drink but do not drive after drinking and those who report that they drink and drive.   
As Table 3.24 shows, there was a statistically significant difference in the number of drinks usually 
consumed by the drivers in these two groups; 75% of those who do not drive after drinking usually 
consume only one or two drinks compared to 62% of those who report that they drink and drive.  In 
addition, 37% of those who drink and drive usually consume three or more drinks compared to 25% of 
those who do not drive after drinking.  In other words, those who admit that they drive after drinking 
usually consume more drinks than those who do not drink and drive. 

 

Table 3.24 
Number of Drinks Consumed  

Differences by Drinking/Driving Status  

When you drink alcohol, how many drinks do you usually have?  
   Drink/Do Not Drive 

(N=295) 
Drink and Drive 

(N=353) 

More than 10 drinks     0.3%   0.7% 
5 to 10     5.8%   5.3% 
3 or 4   19.1% 31.1% 
1 or 2   74.8% 62.2% 
No opinion/not answered     0.0%   0.7% 

   P = 0.0223  
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There were also significant differences between these two groups in the frequency of drinking        
(Table 3.25).   Nearly one-quarter (24%) of the respondents who report that they drink and drive 
consume alcohol at least three to four times a week and 8% drink daily.  In comparison, 10% of those 
who drink but do not drive after drinking consume alcohol at least three to four times a week. 

 

Table 3.25 
Frequency of Drinking  

Differences by Drinking/Driving Status 

Would you say you have at least one drink… 

   
 

Drink/Do Not Drive  
(N=295) 

Drink and Drive 
(N=353) 

Daily     4.1%   7.8% 
3 to 4 times a week     5.5% 16.3% 
Weekends only   11.5% 20.8% 
Occasionally   78.9% 54.0% 
No opinion/not answered     0.0%   1.0% 

   P = 0.0000  

 
 
As indicated in Table 3.26, those who do not drive after drinking consider themselves unsafe to drive 
after consuming fewer drinks than those who drink and drive.  Over three-quarters of the drivers who 
do not drive after drinking feel they are unsafe to drive after one or two drinks compared to 39% of 
those who say they drink and drive.   

 

Table 3.26 
Drinking Behavior  

Differences by Drinking/Driving Status 

After how many drinks do you consider yourself unsafe to drive? 
   Drink/Do Not Drive  

(N=295) 
Drink and Drive 

(N=353) 

1 or 2   76.6% 38.7% 
3 or 4   12.9% 42.2% 
5 or more     2.5%   9.7% 
No opinion/not answered     8.0%   9.4% 

   P = 0.0000  
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Significant differences were also found when the frequency of drinking reported by respondents was 
compared to the number of drinks usually consumed (Table 3.27).  The largest proportions of drivers 
who report that they usually have 5 or more drinks, indicate that they drink only on the weekends (38%) 
or occasionally (35%).  This may be an indication that binge drinking is accounting for some portion of 
the heavier drinking.   
 

Table 3.27 
Frequency of Drinking  

Differences by Number of Drinks Consumed 

 
Frequency of drinking 

 5+ Drinks 
(N=41) 

3 or 4 Drinks 
(N=169) 

1 or 2 Drinks 
(N=442) 

Daily    4.9%   5.4%   6.9% 
3 or 4 times per week  21.3% 10.2% 11.0% 
Weekends only  38.4% 29.4%   9.9% 
Occasionally  35.3% 55.0% 72.2% 

   P = 0.0000  

 

A relationship was also found between the amount of alcohol that is usually consumed and the 
likelihood of having been ticketed for impaired driving.  As Table 3.28 shows, those who had received a 
ticket for drinking and driving were more likely to have three or more drinks than those who had not 
been ticketed.   Over 90% of those who have received a ticket report that they usually have 3 or more 
drinks when they consume alcohol compared to 30% of those who have not received a ticket. 

 

 

Table 3.28 
Number of Drinks Consumed  

Differences by Drivers Ticketed and Not Ticketed  

When you drink alcohol, how many drinks do you usually have?  
   Have Received Ticket   

(N=19) 
Have Not Received Ticket 

(N=634) 

5 or more   38.2%   5.0% 
3 or 4   53.1% 25.1% 
1 or 2     8.7% 69.9% 

   P = 0.0000  
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Support for placing an ignition interlock on a vehicle to prevent a driver from drinking and driving 
differed significantly by the drinking and driving behavior reported by drivers.   Not surprisingly, the 
persons most at risk are the drivers least likely to support an intervention to their behavior.  As shown in 
Table 3.29, 73% of the drivers who do not drink alcoholic beverages were in favor of requiring an 
ignition interlock after the first drinking and driving offense, compared to 59% of the drivers who drink 
but do not drive after drinking, and 46% of the drivers who admit to drinking and driving.   
 
The inclusion of this question in the survey proved to be very timely.  As a result of recent legislation 
passed in New York State, effective August 18, 2010, all convicted first-time DWI offenders are required 
to have an ignition interlock installed on their vehicle for a minimum of six months.   
 

Table 3.29 
Attitudes Toward Ignition Interlocks  

Differences by Drinking/Driving Status 

All persons should be required to have an ignition interlock device 
placed on their vehicle to prevent them from driving after drinking… 

 

  
Do Not Drink 

(N=205) 

Drink/Do Not 
Drive  

(N=295) 

Drink and  
Drive 

(N=353) 

After the first offense  72.7% 58.9% 46.1% 

After two or more offenses  21.9% 36.3% 46.2% 

Persons convicted of drinking and driving 
should not be required to have an ignition 
interlock 

 

3.5% 4.1% 6.5% 

No opinion/not answered  2.0% 0.7% 1.3% 

   P = 0.0000  

 

 
Age Differences 
 
There were a number of significant differences by age in the attitudes and reported behavior of the 
survey respondents.  Tables with the results for questions where statistically significant differences were 
found are provided in Appendix C without comment.  The analyses did not identify any statistically 
significant differences by gender in the survey results.   
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 CHAPTER 4: RESULTS FROM FOCUS GROUPS 
 
 
This chapter presents the findings from the focus groups which were designed to collect detailed 
information from drivers convicted of drinking and driving.  Using two different populations of convicted 
impaired drivers:  1) first-time offenders who had completed the state’s Drinking Driver Program (DDP) 
and 2) convicted DWI offenders on probation, a total of 18 focus groups were conducted.  Nine groups 
involved drivers who had completed the DDP and nine involved drivers who were on probation for DWI-
related violations.  Specific topics addressed in the focus group discussions included:  1) how often did 
the participants drink and drive before they got caught, 2) what, if anything, would have prevented 
them from drinking and driving, and 3) what sanctions/penalties did they think should be imposed for 
2nd/3rd offenses.   
 
It is important to note that findings from a small sample qualitative study such as this are not statistically 
representative of the total populations of the state’s DDP participants and probationers.     
 
 

FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS 
 
A total of 131 individuals participated in the 18 focus groups, 57 in the DDP groups and 74 in the 
probation groups.  To ensure that the focus groups would represent various geographical regions of the 
state (urban, suburban and rural), they were conducted around the state in the following counties:  
Albany, Broome, Dutchess, Erie, Essex, Lewis, Nassau, Niagara, Onondaga, Orange, Oswego, Queens, 
Saratoga, Schenectady, Suffolk, Warren and Westchester.  The demographic characteristics of the 
participants are summarized in Table 4.1. 
 

Table 4.1 
Demographic Characteristics of Focus Group Participants 

 
 

DDP Focus Groups 
(N=57) 

Probation Focus Groups 
(N=74) 

Men 38  (66.7%) 62  (83.8%) 
Women 19  (33.3%) 12  (16.2%) 

Under 20   2    (3.5%)   0    (0.0%) 
20 – 29 27  (47.4%) 12  (16.2%) 
30 – 39 12  (21.1%) 19  (25.7%) 
40 – 49   6  (10.5%) 23  (31.1%) 
50 – 59   7  (12.3%) 14  (18.9%) 
60+   2    (3.5%)   5    (6.8%) 
Unknown   1    (1.8%)   1    (1.4%) 
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FINDINGS FROM FOCUS GROUPS 

The key themes that became apparent from the focus groups are summarized below.   These themes 
emerged from the comments made by the focus group participants in response to a set of questions 
that was used to guide the group discussions.  As noted previously, copies of the discussion questions 
used with the two focus groups are provided in Appendix D.  
 

Theme 1:  High Frequency of Drinking and Driving  
 
All of the focus group participants were asked about their drinking and driving behavior.  For the DDP 
groups, participants were asked how often they drank and drove before they got caught, while the 
probation groups were asked how often they drank and drove before the event that resulted in their 
sentence to probation.       
 
Probation Focus Groups 

 The probation group participants indicated that they drank anywhere from several times a 
week to daily before the event that got them on probation.   In general, they drank every 
day after work and then drove home.  They also reported drinking heavily on weekends.     

 
Specific comments from probation participants include: 
 

“I think it’s a large number of people who drink and drive all the time.” 
 
“…very scary thought to have a number of how many people actually do drink 
and drive every day.”  

 
“Every day – I have a brother-in-law that if he got pulled over at any given time 
he would be arrested for DWI.” 
 
“Daily – I was not comfortable driving, when I was younger, without a beer 
between my legs.” 
  

 Some drivers reported that even though their license had been suspended or revoked for a 
prior DWI offense, they continued to drink and drive without a license.   Others reported 
that they knew of people who had lost their license yet continued to drink and drive. 

 
 

DDP Focus Groups 

 While many of the DDP group participants also reported that they had been drinking and 
driving daily or several times a week before they got caught, some reported drinking and 
driving less frequently (1-2 times a week or 1-2 times a month).  Those who reported 
drinking and driving less frequently indicated that it most often happened on weekends.   
 
Specific comments from DDP participants include: 
 

“We take turns being the designated driver, but it doesn’t always work.  Don’t 
know how many times, but it’s been quite a few.” 
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“…it’s astronomical as to how many times I was drinking and driving before I got 
caught.  I mean it was crazy.” 
 
“Well, I used to drink for nine years every day, and I been arrested maybe six 
times before, but never got a DWI.  Then I got married, I had kids, so it would be 
like a weekend thing.” 

 

Theme 2:  Perception of Risk of Arrest for DWI Is Low  

The DDP focus groups were asked about their knowledge and perceptions related to being stopped and 
arrested for DWI.  Their comments with regard to the likelihood of being stopped and arrested for DWI 
can be summarized as follows:    
 

 Participants thought the risk of arrest was low, characterizing the risk as “quite negligible”, 
“slim to none,” or “not a chance.” 
 
None of the participants thought they would ever get stopped.  Despite knowing many 
family members and friends who had been arrested for DWI, they just didn’t think it would 
happen to them.   Many reported that since they had been drinking and driving for so long 
without getting stopped, they never expected to get stopped.  One participant summed it 
up this way  - “I drank and drove thousands of times before being caught; could probably 
drink and drive that many times again before getting caught.”  
  
When they did get stopped, they usually looked at it as just being unlucky that time.  A few 
participants said that they had been drinking and driving for years and had been stopped 
multiple times without ever getting arrested. 
 
One participant said “I got arrested a few times before but never any consequences, so I felt 
invincible.” 

 

 Many participants felt their driving was fine, so they didn’t think about or worry about being 
stopped and arrested.   They said they were more careful when they had been drinking.   As 
an example, one participant said he was “more careful when I had the kids in the car…”   
Other participants with similar perceptions said: 
 

“…thought that, okay, when I drink, I would just drive the speed limit, keep the 
windows open…just focus on the road…then one isolated incident, I just became 
reckless and got arrested.” 
 
“I was drunk, but I was completely able to drive and one of the reasons I drove 
was that I know that I was not going to get into a car accident…unless someone 
else was at fault, because I am in complete control…” 
 
“I didn’t think I’d get stopped because I’m a damned good driver, drunk or sober.” 
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 Although almost all of the participants thought the risk of arrest was low, some did 
acknowledge there was a slim chance it could happen, as reflected in one participant’s 
comment that “I think a 40 year record [i.e. of drinking and driving] of never getting stopped 
shows that I must have been doing something right never to get pulled over.  So I figure I’m 
still that talented, but there’s that one in a million...and I’m afraid of that.”  

 

Theme 3:  Knowing Others Who Have Had a DWI Is Not a Deterrent 

 
Participants in the DDP focus groups were asked that prior to their arrest did they know anybody 
(family/friend/work colleague) who had gotten arrested for a DWI, and if they did, why they thought 
that failed to stop them from putting themselves at risk for a DWI.   

 Almost all of the participants said that they had family members and/or friends who had 
been arrested for DWI prior to their own arrest for DWI.  

 

 Although they knew family members and/or friends with a DWI, they did not get the details 
about the process.  Until they got arrested, the family member/friend never discussed the 
cost, classes, inconvenience and hoops that you are required to jump through in order to 
get the conviction behind you. 
 

 With regard to family members, fathers, mothers, uncles, brothers and brothers-in-law had 
DWIs.  One participant noted that her father had been in and out of jail 10 times for DWI; 
another participant’s father had two DWI arrests.  One participant said his brother-in-law 
had four DWIs. 

 

 A number of participants also said they had friends who had been arrested for DWI.  One 
participant said that six or seven of his friends had been arrested for DWI in the previous 
few years.  Another participant said that his close friend was arrested twice for DWI in the 
same week.   

 

 One participant noted that while he did not have any family members with a DWI, a lot of 
the people that he hung out with did:  a bartender friend had four DWIs, two friends each 
had three DWIs, and another two friends each had two DWIs.   

 

 A small number of participants said that they had a family member or friend who was 
involved in an accident due to their drinking and driving.  In one of those accidents, a friend 
was killed and the driver (also his friend) went to jail for six years.  In another accident, the 
participant’s cousin “flipped the car, burned his face off and half his arm.  When I saw him in 
the hospital, I didn’t recognize him….” 

 

 Despite these tragic events and despite knowing close family members or friends who had 
been arrested for DWI, participants gave a variety of answers when asked to talk about why 
that knowledge failed to deter them: 

 “I did it because I was stupid, young and dumb.” 
 
 “Why did I fail to stop?  Alcoholic…I’m an alcoholic…full blown alcoholic.” 
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 “I lead little bit longer life of denial than most people…” 
 

“I assumed he got DWIs because he was drinking and driving all the time. 
I wasn’t, so I figured it wouldn’t happen to me.” 

 

 One participant said “I don’t think hearing about anybody who has a DWI has an effect on 
anybody until it happens to them.” 

 

 Of the very small number of participants who said they did not have a close family member 
or friend who had been arrested for DWI, one said “Now I’m the butt of their jokes when 
they see a DWI commercial.”  Another participant said he “Never knew anyone who got a 
DWI, but knew many who drank and drove.” 

 
Comments made by participants who said that they had changed their behavior since their DWI arrest 
and conviction include:  

 

 “Now when I drink I make sure I get a ride.  No way do I want to go through this 
again – the cost and all that stuff.” 
 

 “I don’t care if my ride has been drinking.  At least it’s not me that is going to be 
financially impaired.” 

 

 “Getting to and from numerous court dates, evaluations, classes, etc. were the most 
painful part of the experience.” 

 

 
Theme 4:  Penalties/Sanctions Are Too Lenient for 1st Time Offenders 
 
Participants in both the DDP and probation focus groups were asked why they thought people drink 
and drive again after they have already been convicted of DWI.    
 
Probation Focus Groups 
 

 The penalty for a first offense was described as being no more than a slap on the wrist, with 
one participant stating that the “consequences are so mild”  and another saying it was “too 
easy the first time.”   Participants said the consequences need to be tougher in order to 
“wake up” people and get them to change their lifestyle and their drinking and driving 
behavior. 
 

 Some participants suggested that there should be no negotiation on the penalties or 
sanctions, that there should be one set of sanctions for all first time DWI offenders.    

 

 One participant said “I don’t know what the answer is…I knew what would happen…and I 
continued to do it.” 
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DDP and Probation Focus Groups 
 

 The costs associated with a DWI arrest were considered manageable.  Although one 
participant commented “How serious are you gonna take it…$300?  Even a kid can throw 
that out and not care”, most agreed that increasing the fine, and total cost in general, is not 
a deterrent to drinking and driving.  They believed that most offenders can come up with 
the money in one way or another. 
 

 
Theme 5:  Penalties for Repeat Offenders Should Be Stricter 
 
Participants in both the DDP and probation focus groups were asked what sanctions or penalties should 
be imposed for a 2nd/3rd offense.   
 

 The DDP participants indicated that the penalties should “make punishment more of a 
punishment”; i.e., stiffer penalties are needed.  However, some DDP participants and some 
probation participants said that stiffer penalties such as increased fines, longer periods of 
license suspension/revocation or jail sentences are not effective.   

 

 Some DDP participants said the second offense should be a felony.  However, some 
probation participants said a felony is too severe a penalty because it affects getting a job 
and will likely result in more people fighting the charge, which will burden the courts.   

 

 Almost all DDP participants and many of the probation participants said that treatment 
should be mandatory, with one participant stating that “changing fines, adding jail 
sentences, none of it works.  It’s better to send them to groups for help with a drinking 
problem, that adding more penalties is not the answer.”   

 

 Some participants said that if the driver is an alcoholic, they will continue to drink and drive, 
with one participant stating that the “consequence of the disease of alcoholism is so 
powerful, you’re not going to stop.”  A few participants said that “nothing is going to change 
behavior unless the person is ready to change.”   

 

 On the issue of jail as an effective penalty or sanction, many DDP and probation group 
participants said that jail is not a deterrent, noting that jail makes people worse – it makes 
them angry and it usually does not provide any education or treatment to get drivers to 
change their behavior.  However, a few probation participants who served a jail sentence on 
a number of consecutive weekends believed that it opened their eyes to the seriousness of 
their drinking problem.   

 

 The probation group participants believed that probation was a positive penalty or sanction 
for 2nd or 3rd offenses.  Many also said that a sentence to probation should be combined 
with treatment. 
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 Almost all of the probation group participants said an ignition interlock should be a penalty 
or sanction for a 2nd offense; some said it should be imposed after a first offense.  One 
participant said “If we look back…seat belts were not required.  The government came and 
said ‘We will save lives, including your own…you must wear a seat belt.’  If we truly want to 
do away with DWIs and not just play the statistics game, the political game, why shouldn’t it 
[i.e. an ignition interlock] be mandatory in every car?” 

 
 

Theme 6:  Treatment (if appropriate) Should Be Mandatory  
 
Almost all DDP participants and many of the probation participants said that treatment should be 
mandatory.  Some participants said that if the driver is an alcoholic, they will continue to drink and 
drive.  A few participants said that “nothing is going to change behavior unless the person is ready to 
change.”  Referring to a second offense, typical comments from participants in the DDP and Probation 
focus groups are summarized below.   
 
DDP Focus Groups 
 

 “I mean…if it’s your second time, obviously there’s a major problem with alcohol…” 
 

 “Yeah, that’s what it should be, mandatory treatment.” 
 

 “…well, I don’t know.  I think inpatient treatment is needed.  I think more treatment for 
people with addiction is needed…” 

 

 “Treatment…I think it’s better than prison or jail.” 
 
Probation Focus Groups 
 
Many of the participants from the probation groups had contact with treatment.  They argued that it 
would only work if the person participating desired to change their behavior, but they were advocates of 
treatment and/or a combination of treatment and probation. 
 

 “I gotta say if I was forced into treatment, I never would have gotten a second one.  You 
could put me in prison, I’d have come out and done the same damned thing.” 
 

 The only thing that’s going to work to decrease repeat DWIs is a strong, mandatory 
treatment program…” 
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Theme 7:  Public Information and Education Efforts Need to Be Changed  
 
All of the focus groups were asked what they thought would be the most effective “message” to stop 
motorists from drinking and driving and what is the best way to communicate that message.   
 
Education 

 All focus groups said that education efforts should occur at all levels and be repeated 
frequently.   

 Participants indicated that education should begin in school well before kids are old enough 
to drive and then be given at key points in their driving history, including at time of permit 
test, road test, full licensure and when they turn 21. 

 
Public Information 

 All focus groups also said that current public information messages (PSAs) generally target 
the wrong audiences.  PSAs need to target several different audiences.  

 Participants said that public information messages should be graphic, accurate and “real”: 

 Use real people to tell what really happens when you get arrested and convicted for 
drinking and driving 

 Involve real victims of alcohol-related crashes in messages 

 Use all forms of media, from television and radio to the internet.  

 Limit alcohol advertisements    
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CHAPTER 5: ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
 

 
Using the information collected through the telephone survey and the focus groups, this chapter 
discusses the study’s research questions:   
 

 How many motorists drink and drive and how frequently do they engage in this behavior? 

 What would influence drinking drivers to change their behavior? 
 

 
ESTIMATE OF FREQUENCY OF DRINKING AND DRIVING 
 
The primary purpose of this study was to establish a reasonable estimate of the extent to which 
motorists drink and drive in New York State.  Rather than base the estimate on the number of drivers 
who are “caught” drinking and driving by the police or are found to be impaired as a result of their 
involvement in a crash, the intent was to estimate the size of the larger pool of impaired drivers on New 
York’s roadways who do not come into contact with enforcement.  The study was designed to 
supplement and expand the work undertaken in 2007 and 2008 to build a computer simulation model 
that examined the flow of impaired driving offenders through the system, from the time of arrest to 
relicensing by the Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV).    
 
The simulation model provided a holistic view of the state’s drinking and driving problem and provided a 
means by which to better comprehend the structure of the impaired driving system and test new or 
proposed changes in policies for discussion purposes prior to implementation.  The findings from the 
model raised important questions as to “How many motorists drink and drive and how frequently do 
they engage in this behavior?”  As indicated previously, these research questions were addressed using 
a multi-method approach that involved gathering information from a telephone survey of New York 
drivers and focus groups involving convicted impaired driving offenders.   This approach enabled various 
aspects of the problem to be examined from different perspectives.    
 

Analysis of Data Collected 
 

The analyses conducted to answer the questions of “How many motorists drink and drive and how 
frequently” used various data collected from the telephone survey in conjunction with the number of 
licensed drivers in New York State.    
 
The analysis began by identifying the number of licensed drivers who drink, followed by determining the 
number of licensed drivers who drive after they have been drinking.    
 

Licensed Drivers Who Drink 
 

In 2008, there were approximately 11.3 million licensed drivers in New York State.  The weighted data 
from the telephone survey were used to estimate how many of these licensed drivers drink.   
 
 
As shown in Table 5.1, 76% of the survey respondents drink alcoholic beverages.   Applying this 
percentage to the number of New York State licensed drivers shows that approximately 8.6 million 
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licensed drivers drink alcoholic beverages; approximately 2.7 million licensed drivers do not drink 
alcoholic beverages.  
 

Table 5.1 

Do you ever drink alcoholic beverages, such as beer, liquor, or wine?  
   Survey 

Respondents 
(N=865) 

NYS Licensed 
 Drivers 

(N=11,284,545) 

Yes     76.1%     8,587,539 
No     23.6%     2,663,152 
No opinion/not answered        0.3%              33,854 

     

 
The estimated 8.6 million licensed drivers who drink does not mean that these people all drink and 
drive.  Rather, because they drink alcohol and are licensed to drive a motor vehicle, the 8.6 million 
represents an upper limit on the pool of people who could potentially drink and drive.   Using similar 
reasoning, the estimated 2.7 million licensed drivers who do not drink alcohol at all will never be at risk 
for DWI.    
 

Licensed Drivers Who Drive After Drinking 
 
The telephone survey respondents who said they drink alcoholic beverages were asked a series of 
questions about their driving behavior after consuming alcohol.  In response to these questions, 41% of 
the 865 survey respondents had driven after consuming alcohol at least once in the past year (Table 
5.2).   Extrapolating to the general licensed driver population, an estimated 4.6 million licensed drivers 
operated a motor vehicle after having consumed alcohol in the past year.  Again, this does not imply 
that all these people drove impaired.  People may have consumed only a small amount of alcohol and 
then driven or perhaps their body size may have allowed them to drink and remain under the legal limit 
and therefore they would not be considered an impaired driver.  The 4.6 million represents an upper 
limit of those people who may put themselves at risk for an impaired driving arrest; this number can be 
reduced by examining the amount of alcohol consumed. 
 
Specific survey questions sought to collect information from the survey respondents who said they had 
driven after drinking on the amount of alcohol they usually consume and the frequency with which they 
drink.  Table 5.2 shows that 15% of the 865 survey respondents had driven after drinking in the past year 
and usually consume three or more drinks when they drink.  Applying this proportion to the 11.3 million 
NYS licensed drivers indicates that approximately 1.7 million drivers have driven after three or more 
drinks.2   
 
Of that 15% of the survey respondents, one percent drink on a daily basis, two percent drink 3 to 4 times 
a week, five percent drink on weekends only, and six percent drink occasionally (Table 5.2).  The results 
from applying this frequency distribution to licensed drivers are also shown in Table 5.2.  For example, it 

                                                           
2
 In New York State, three or more drinks during a single event could potentially put the driver at risk of arrest for 
impaired driving, since the BAC typically associated with three drinks is about 0.06%.  New York’s Vehicle and 
Traffic law specifies a two-tier system for impaired driving, with a BAC of 0.08% and above being defined as 
“driving while intoxicated” and a BAC level of 0.06%-0.07% being defined as “driving while ability impaired.”   
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is estimated that about 260,000 motorists drive 3 to 4 times a week after typically consuming 3 or more 
drinks in one event.     
 
 

Table 5.2 

 
Survey 

Respondents 

NYS 
Licensed 
Drivers 

Estimated 
Times/Yr 

Estimated 
Drinking 

Incidents/Yr 

Total  865 11,284,545   

Motorists Who Drink 76.1%   8,587,539   

Motorists Who have Driven After 
Drinking at Least Once in Past Year 

 
40.8% 

 
  4,604,094 

  

Motorists Who Have Driven After 
Drinking at Least Once in Past Year 
and Usually Have 3+ Drinks/Event 15.1% 1,703,966 

 

128,779,227 
Daily    1.0%     112,845 365   41,188,589 

3 to 4 times week    2.3%     259,545 182   47,237,105 

Weekends    5.4%     609,365   52   31,687,002 

Occasionally    6.4%     722,211   12     8,666,531 

The statistical sampling error is + 3.3 percentage points at the 95% confidence level.    

 
 
Drinking and Driving Trips 
 

Further analyses were conducted to estimate the total number of drinking and driving trips that occur 
each year.  The first step in deriving that estimate involved multiplying the number of drinking drivers by 
their frequency of drinking (Table 5.2).  For example, the 112,845 drivers drinking daily were estimated 
to generate 41,188,589 drinking incidents in a year.  As indicated in Table 5.2, there are an estimated 
129 million potential drinking incidents in New York State each year.    
 
To determine how many of the 129 million potential drinking incidents involved driving, analyses were 
conducted using the weighted data from the telephone survey with regard to the extent motorists drink 
outside their home and use a motor vehicle to get to and from these other locations.  The results are 
summarized in Table 5.3.  As shown in Table 5.3, of the survey respondents who have driven after 
drinking in the past year and usually have 3 or more drinks when they drink, the proportion who drink 
someplace other than at home ranged from 23% for drivers drinking daily or 3 to 4 times a week to 77% 
for those who drink occasionally.  Multiplying the estimated number of drinking incidents per year by 
these proportions indicates that there are an estimated 38 million incidents of drinking outside the 
home each year.     
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Table 5.3 

 

Estimated 
Total 

Drinking 
Incidents/Yr 

Proportion of 
Respondents 
Who Usually 

Drink at 
Location Other 

Than Home 

Estimated 
Drinking 

Incidents at 
Locations Other 
Than Home/Yr 

Proportion of 
Respondents 
Who Usually 

Drive 
To/From 
Drinking 
Location 

Estimated 
Drinking & 

Driving 
Trips/Yr 

Motorists Who Have Driven 
After Drinking at Least Once  
in Past Year and Usually Have 
3+ Drinks/Event 

128,779,227 

 

38,101,590 

 

31,183,559 

Daily   41,188,589 23%  9,473,376 78%   7,389,233 

3 to 4 times week   47,237,105 23% 10,864,534 78%   8,474,337 

Weekends   31,687,002 35% 11,090,451 90%   9,981,406 

Occasionally     8,666,531 77%  6,673,229 80%   5,338,583 

 
 
The final step of the analysis sought to estimate how many of the 38 million incidents of drinking outside 
the home each year involved driving.  To derive this estimate, the weighted data from the telephone 
survey with respect to whether a motorist usually drove to/from the drinking location were analyzed.  
As shown in Table 5.3, 78% of the drivers who drink daily or drink 3 to 4 times a week usually get 
to/from the location by driving their vehicle, compared to 90% of those who drink only on weekends 
and 80% of those who drink occasionally.  In total, it is estimated that there are 31 million drinking and 
driving trips each year on New York’s roadways, which represents an average of more than 85,000 
impaired driving trips per day.   
 
Probability of Arrest for Drinking and Driving 
 
The results of the above analyses were then used to estimate the probability of being arrested for 
drinking and driving in New York State.  To calculate the probability of arrest, the estimated number of 
drinking and driving trips (31,183,559) was divided by the estimated number of impaired driving arrests 
in 2008 (64,800).  The results show that for every 481 impaired driving trips, one driver is arrested, 
representing a probability of arrest of 0.0021.      
 

 
Key Estimates on Drinking and Driving Behavior: 

 In the past year, 1.7 million licensed  drivers (15% of New York’s  11.3 million licensed 
drivers) drove at least once after having 3 or more drinks, a level at which they were likely to 
be impaired.  

 These 1.7 million drivers made 31 million trips while they were likely to be impaired, 
averaging more than 85,000 impaired driving trips per day.   

 With an estimated 64,800 arrests for drinking and driving and 31 million impaired driving 
trips in 2008, the probability of arrest for drinking and driving is only about 1 out of every 
500 impaired driving trips.  
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The statistical sampling error is + 3.3 percentage points at the 95% confidence level.  It is important to 
note that the above estimates may be conservative because most people probably under report rather 
than over report their drinking behavior. 

 
OPINIONS ON HOW TO REDUCE DRINKING AND DRINKING 
 
To address the research question of “What would influence drinking drivers to change their behavior?”, 
both the telephone survey respondents and the focus group participants were asked about their 
opinions on how to reduce drinking and driving.  The telephone survey respondents were asked specific 
questions on how to reduce drinking and driving among the general driving population, whereas the 
focus group participants were asked questions about deterring convicted drinking drivers from 
becoming repeat offenders.    
 

Opinions of Telephone Survey Respondents 
 
The survey respondents were asked two key questions that related to this research question. One 
question was asked of all 865 survey respondents, while the second question was asked only of the 
respondents who said that that they had driven after drinking in the past year.   
 
When all 865 survey respondents were asked the general question of what should be done to reduce 
drinking and driving, 21% thought that more enforcement was needed and 15% thought that more 
education was needed (Table 5.4).  Various changes to the penalties assessed for impaired driving 
offenses were also mentioned, including the fines (10%) and license sanctions imposed (5%), and 6% 
thought stricter penalties in general were needed. 
 

Table 5.4 

In your opinion, what should be done to reduce drinking and 
driving?   

 
 

(N=865) 

More DWI enforcement  20.9% 
More education  15.1% 
Change fines    9.5% 
Stricter penalties     5.9% 
License sanction (suspension/revocation)    4.9% 
Jail    4.6% 
Greater awareness of DWI    4.3% 
Bar-related (e.g., server training)    4.2% 
Ignition interlock    3.2% 
Other  12.0% 
No opinion/not answered  15.4% 
   

 

Those respondents who reported that they had driven after drinking in the past year were asked what 
would have the greatest deterrent effect on them (Table 5.5).  Over half of the respondents (53%) 
indicated that the fear of hurting someone would have the greatest influence on getting them to stop or 
reduce how often they drink and drive.  The next most frequent responses were the $5,000-$10,000 
costs associated with drinking and driving convictions (19%) and the loss of the driver’s license (10%). 
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Table 5.5 

For drivers who reported they had driven after drinking in the past 
year, which of the following would have the greatest influence on 
stopping or reducing how often you drink and drive?  (N=353) 

Fear of hurting someone 52.9% 

Costs of $5,000 to $10,000 18.6% 
Loss of license 10.2% 
Arrest and booking    8.8% 

Vehicle being impounded    3.5% 

Ignition Interlock    1.9% 
No opinion/not answered    4.1% 
  

 
 
Also of interest was whether the total cost of being convicted for drinking and driving would influence 
most people to reduce the frequency of their drinking and driving.  Asked of all 865 survey respondents,  
20% said the cost would have to be at least $10,000 (Table 5.6).  Another 20% said that no amount 
would be high enough to cause those who drink and drive to change their behavior.    
 

Table 5.6 

At what total cost do you think most people would reduce the 
number of times they drink and drive? 

 
(N=865) 

Less than $1,000   6.5% 
$1,000 - $2,499 13.6% 
$2,500 - $4,999   3.3% 
$5,000 - $9,999 14.2% 
$10,000 or over 20.0% 
No amount 19.7% 
No opinion/not answered 22.7% 
  

 
 

To capture information on specific strategies that are designed to reduce the problem of drinking and 
driving, all 865 respondents were asked about their attitudes toward the evaluation of drinking drivers 
and the use of ignition interlocks.  As indicated in Table 5.7, 84% of the survey respondents felt that all 
persons should be evaluated after the first offense to see it they have a serious drinking problem, and an 
additional 13% felt they should be evaluated after the second offense.  Similarly, 57% of the survey 
respondents thought that all persons should be required to have an ignition interlock after the first 
offense, with another 37% indicating that persons should be required to have an ignition interlock after 
the second offense.   
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Table 5.7 

All persons should be evaluated to see if they have a serious 
drinking problem…  (N=865) 

After the first offense 84.4% 
After two or more offenses 12.7% 
Persons convicted of drinking and driving should not be evaluated   2.5% 
No opinion/not answered   0.4% 

All persons should be required to have an ignition interlock device 
placed on their vehicle to prevent them from driving after drinking… 

 

After the first offense 56.6% 
After two or more offenses 37.3% 
Persons convicted of drinking and driving should not be required 
   to have an ignition interlock 

 
  4.9% 

No opinion/not answered   1.2% 

 

Opinions of Focus Group Participants 
 
Since the focus group participants were drivers who had been convicted of drinking and driving at least 
once, they were asked their opinions on what might deter convicted drinking drivers from becoming 
repeat offenders.  Four key themes emerged from the focus group discussions:   

 Knowing others who have had a DWI is not a deterrent 

 Penalties for repeat offenders should be stricter 

 Treatment (if appropriate) should be mandatory 

 Public information and education efforts need to be changed  
 

Knowing Others Who Have Had a DWI Is Not a Deterrent 
 
Participants in the DDP focus groups were asked if prior to their arrest they knew anybody 
(family/friend/work colleague) who had gotten arrested for DWI, and if they did, why they thought that 
failed to stop them from putting themselves at risk for DWI.    
 

 Almost all of the participants said that they had family members and/or friends who had 
been arrested for DWI prior to their own arrest for DWI.    

 Despite knowing family members or friends who had been arrested for DWI, participants 
gave a variety of answers when asked why that personal knowledge failed to deter them: 

 
“I did it because I was stupid, young and dumb.” 
 
“Why did I fail to stop?  Alcoholic…I’m an alcoholic…full blown alcoholic.” 
 
“I assumed he got DWIs because he was drinking and driving all the time.  I 
wasn’t, so I figured it wouldn’t happen to me.” 
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 “I don’t think hearing about anybody who has a DWI has an effect on anybody 
until it happens to them.” 

 
Penalties for Repeat Offenders Should Be Stricter 
 

Participants in both the DDP and probation focus groups were asked what sanctions or penalties should 
be imposed for a second or third offense.   

 The DDP participants indicated that the penalties should “make punishment more of a 
punishment”; i.e., stiffer penalties are needed.  However, some DDP participants and some 
probation participants said that stiffer penalties such as increased fines, longer periods of 
license suspension/revocation or jail sentences are not effective.   

 Some DDP participants said the second offense should be a felony.  However, some 
probation participants said a felony is too severe a penalty because it affects getting a job 
and will likely result in more people fighting the charge, which will burden the courts.   

 Almost all DDP participants and many of the probation participants said that treatment 
should be mandatory.  Some participants said that if the driver is an alcoholic, they will 
continue to drink and drive.  A few participants said that “nothing is going to change 
behavior unless the person is ready to change.”   

 On the issue of jail as an effective penalty or sanction, many DDP and probation group 
participants said that jail is not a deterrent, noting that jail makes people worse – it makes 
them angry and it usually does not provide any education or treatment to get drivers to 
change their behavior.   

 The probation group participants believed that probation was a positive penalty or sanction 
for second or third offenses.  Many also said that a sentence to probation should be 
combined with treatment. 

 Almost all of the probation group participants said an ignition interlock should be a sanction 
for a second offense; some said it should be imposed after a first offense.  One participant 
said “If we look back…seat belts were not required.  The government came and said ‘We will 
save lives, including your own…you must wear a seat belt.’  If we truly want to do away with 
DWIs and not just play the statistics game, the political game, why shouldn’t it *i.e. an 
ignition interlock+ be mandatory in every car?” 

 
Treatment (if appropriate) Should Be Mandatory   

 Almost all DDP participants and many of the probation participants said that treatment 
should be mandatory. 

 Many probation group participants said that a sentence to probation should be combined 
with treatment. 
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Public Information and Education Efforts Need to Be Changed  
 

All of the focus group participants were asked what they thought would be the most effective 
“message” to stop motorists from drinking and driving and what is the best way to communicate that 
message.  They had definite ideas about what would be effective, including:    

 Provide education at all levels, beginning in school well before kids are old enough to drive 
and then at key points in their driving history, including at time of permit test, road test, full 
licensure, and when they turn 21 

 Revamp current public information messages (PSAs) to target several different audiences  

 Use all forms of media, from television and radio to the internet, for public information 
messages; all messages should be graphic, accurate and “real”: 

 Be accurate in all messages when telling motorists what will happen to them if they 
drink and drive  

 Use real people in messages to tell what really happens when you get arrested and 
convicted for drinking and driving 

 Involve real victims of alcohol-related crashes in messages 

 Limit alcohol advertisements   

 
SUMMARY 
 
The key findings from the telephone survey of New York State drivers and the focus groups of drivers 
who have been convicted of drinking and driving make a valuable contribution to the comprehensive 
overview on impaired driving by providing information on drivers’ reported attitudes, perceptions, 
knowledge and personal experiences related to drinking and driving.  The results from the study should 
provide a more realistic input to the model as to how often persons drink and drive, and the specific 
findings from the study should produce opportunities for the various teams of the Task Force on 
Impaired Driving to develop and implement new programs and policies designed to reduce drinking and 
driving among New York’s motorists.   
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CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
 

KEY FINDINGS  
 

 On average, approximately 85,000 impaired driving trips occur every day in New York State; 
weekend days are likely to average a higher number of incidents of impaired driving than 
weekdays. 
 

 From the estimated 31,000,000 impaired driving trips each year, an estimated 64,800 arrests are 
made, approximately 0.2%. Only about 1 out of every 500 impaired driving trips results in an 
arrest. 
 

 There is public support for key policy initiatives, including increased enforcement, ignition 
interlock, and alcohol assessment and treatment. 
 

 15% of New York drivers reported driving at least once in the past year after having 3 or more 
drinks, a level at which they are likely to be impaired. 
 

 Persons convicted of drinking and driving do not believe that current public information 
messages are effective. 

 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
New York State has made a substantial impact on the amount of drinking and driving over the last 
quarter of a century, reducing alcohol-related fatal crashes by 60%. However, based on the findings of 
this study, there appears to be a significant cadre of drivers who continue to break the law and put 
themselves and others at risk.  
 
The general deterrence model that has been implemented in New York clearly has had an effect on 
changing the behavior of many drivers who understand and reject the risks of driving after drinking.  To 
ensure this progress is maintained, the general deterrence approach promoted through the STOP-DWI 
program should be retained and supported.   
 
At the same time, it has become increasingly apparent that this approach is not sufficient to change the 
behavior of all drivers.  An unacceptable number of offenses continue to be committed.  These 
remaining drivers need a different combination of penalties, rewards and assistance than current 
programs provide.  Different public information messages, more treatment options and intervention 
with ignition interlock are among the changes that may be required to reach these drivers.   Appropriate 
interventions are not limited to the imposition of higher fines and more severe penalties; more 
consistency and follow-up in dealing with impaired drivers and support from within the existing legal 
and social networks are also critical to reducing drinking and driving.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Enforcement  

 The enforcement community must have the resources and commitment to ensure that drinking 
and driving prevention remains a priority in each agency’s overall public safety mission. The 
impact of the general deterrence approach and any further progress rests on the primary role of 
the police in the interdiction of DWI offenders.  

 
Adjudication 

 The courts and other adjudication agencies need to be more aware of the general behavior 
patterns that lead up to a DWI arrest, so that the penalties imposed assist in changing behavior 
and result in a more effective outcome (i.e., reduction in recidivism).   
 

Education/Treatment/Probation 

 Continued support and development of post-sentencing options related to education, treatment 
and probation is needed to ensure that DWI offenders are exposed to interventions that will 
help them permanently change their drinking and driving behavior.   

 
Public Information 

 While current public information has had an impact on one segment of the driver population, 
the results of this research indicate that there is another group for which these efforts are 
ineffective.  New media content and outlets need to be developed if further reductions in 
drinking and driving are to be achieved. 

 
Research 

 Further research related to the effectiveness of the interventions noted above (education, 
treatment and probation) is needed.  The findings from such research will benefit all 
components of the impaired driving system, from enforcement to adjudication to treatment and 
probation, in enhancing or developing programs and policies that address the state’s impaired 
driving problem.   

 
 
 

 
 


