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Drinking and driving continues to be one of the leading sources of death related to alcohol use in
the United States. In 2004, there were 16,885 alcohol-related fatalities, representing about 39%
of all traffic fatalities for that year. While significant progress has been made toward reducing
these fatalities over the past 20 years, in recent years the number and percentage of alcohol
related crashes have plateaued. These deaths are not only tragic, but have huge economic costs.
Annual costs related to driving after drinking have been estimated at $51 billion.

Among the reasons for the persistence of drunken driving in the US is that the characteristics of
social situations in which people drink encourage drinking and driving. The commercial
interests of businesses that sell alcohol and the social interests of social hosts who serve alcohol
lead to situations in which problem drinking may be maintained or encouraged. Drinkers tend to
seek places where others like themselves use alcohol, reinforcing one another’s problem
behaviors whenever drinking in these places. Since people often drive to drinking locations,
impaired driving is the result.

Research has examined how the location and type of alcohol outlets affects problem drinking and
impaired driving. Some frequently asked questions about the relationship between alcohol
outlets and impaired driving are discussed below.

What individual factors influence the decision to drink and drive?

A variety of factors influence whether an individual driver will drive while impaired. For
example, males and younger drivers drink and drive more often than females and older drivers.*
Some researchers have found that people with certain personality characteristics such as hostility
and aggressive driving, impulsivity, tolerance of deviance, low sense of self control and
sensation seeking are more likely to drink and drive.?

What factors of drinking locations influence the decision to drink and drive?

While these individual characteristics tend to be associated with drinking and driving, the
characteristics of the places in which people live and socialize can also have an influence. The
characteristics of the places people drink tend to be especially influential in whether they drive
after drinking heavily. If drivers drink in a place (such as a bar) where heavy drinking is
acceptable and even encouraged, they are more likely to drink enough to become impaired — and
to drive. This is particularly true in drinking locations where there are strong social relationships
among drinkers — for example a bar where people know each other or interact with each other
and can therefore influence each other.?

How does the number of outlets and their location influence drinking and driving?
When there are many alcohol outlets (such as bars, restaurants, and stores that sell alcohol)

people are likely to drink more because it is so convenient to drink. When people are driving to
and from these outlets, more alcohol related crashes can occur.* This is particularly true when



there are many outlets such as bars that are close together, where the drinking takes place away
from home.”

How does the number and type of outlets interact with personal characteristics to influence
decisions about drinking and driving?

Researchers have studied different types of people and where and how much they tend to drink.
Heavy drinkers are more likely to drink outside the home in situations in which they are much
more likely to drive after drinking.® The settings where these heavy drinkers drink are likely to
include other heavy drinkers.

Research has shown that in areas where there are many bars and other places where people can
drink outside their homes, there is much more drinking and driving. Not surprisingly, people
who drink in these settings away from home are much more likely to report driving while
impaired.

Our ongoing research examines these relationships in more detail. We think that when drinkers
have many different drinking locations to choose from, they are more likely to find locations that
match their personal preferences. This can create more opportunities for heavy drinkers to drink
among other heavy drinkers, encouraging more alcohol consumption, more drinking away from
home — and driving after drinking. We think this is one mechanism by which a higher number of
conveniently located alcohol outlets leads to more impaired driving.

What other information is available about the effects of alcohol outlets on alcohol
problems?

A large number of alcohol outlets located close together is associated with other problems,
including crime and violence and child abuse and neglect. For more information, see
http://resources.prev.org/documents/AlcoholViolenceGruenewald.pdf
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