
ROAD SAFETY MONITOR

This fact sheet summarizes the national results of the 2019 USA Road Safety Monitor (USA RSM) on 
alcohol-impaired driving. This USA RSM is the fifth annual public opinion survey conducted by the Traffic 
Injury Research Foundation USA, Inc. (TIRF USA) with sponsorship from Anheuser-Busch Foundation. The 
survey takes the pulse of the nation regarding the alcohol-impaired driving issue by means of an online 
survey of a random, representative sample of U.S. drivers aged 21 years or older. A total of 2,526 drivers 
in the U.S. completed the poll in September 2019 (results can be considered accurate within plus or 
minus 2%, 19 times out of 20).

This fact sheet provides a general overview of key results related to the prevalence of alcohol-impaired 
driving, reasons for engaging in this behavior and characteristics of drivers, as well as concern about 
this and other road safety topics. These survey results are compared to data from previous years. For 
the first time, the survey also included some questions about drug- and marijuana-impaired driving. 
With the increasing number of states passing some form of legal marijuana sales and the potential 
impairing effects of both legal and illegal drugs, there has been growing concern from highway safety 
professionals, policymakers and the general 
public about the impact of impairing substances 
other than alcohol on drivers. To provide context, 
alcohol-impaired driving and drug- and marijuana-
impaired driving are compared to other unsafe 
driving behaviors such as speeding, red-light 
running, fatigued driving and distracted driving.
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2018 and the overall fatality rate per 100 million VMT 
decreased by 3.4 percent from 1.17 in 2017 to 1.13 
in 2018. Although the percent of alcohol-impaired 
driving fatalities of all total driving fatalities remained 
constant at approximately 29% during 2016, 2017 and 
2018, the total VMT increase coupled with 3.6% fewer 
alcohol-impaired driving fatalities indicates a decreasing 
trend of fewer fatalities per VMT (NHTSA October 
2019). In other words, proportionately speaking, 
compared to all fatalities, the situation in 2018 was 
similar to 2016 and 2017, but in absolute numbers and 
in fatalities per VMT, there is a decrease. 

Where does the issue of alcohol-impaired driving 
sit on the public agenda? Figure 2 shows the 
percentage of U.S. drivers who were very or extremely 
concerned about six societal issues. Like the previous 
three years, almost two-thirds (60%) of U.S. drivers 
reported that they were very or extremely concerned 
about alcohol-impaired driving in 2019. There was 
slightly less concern about violent crimes (57%), 
gun control (56%) and road safety (58%). Notably, 
concerns about gun control rose significantly in the 
last three years (from 43% to 49%, and to 56%) and 
road safety saw a significant increase in concern from 
2018 (from 45% to 58%). Respondents reported that 
they were very or extremely concerned about other 
issues to a lesser extent such as immigration (48%) and 
unemployment (35%). Concern about unemployment 
has fluctuated each of the past four years.

Is alcohol-impaired driving a major road safety 
problem for U.S. Drivers? Figure 3 shows the 

Background
What is the context of alcohol-impaired driving 
in the U.S.? According to the National Highway Traffic 
Safety Administration (NHTSA), alcohol-impaired 
driving fatalities involving a driver with a blood alcohol 
concentration (BAC) of .08 or greater accounted for 
28.8% of total motor vehicle crash (MVC) fatalities 
in 2018, or 10,511 lives lost (see Figure 1). This 
corresponds to a 3.6% decrease compared to 2017 
when the number of fatalities was 10,908 (NHTSA 
October 2019)3. During the same time span vehicle 
miles traveled (VMT) increased by 0.3% from 2017 to 

Figure 1:  Alcohol-impaired driving fatalities from 2009 to 2018

3  Note that in last year’s 2018 TIRF USA RSM fact sheet (Wicklund 
et al. 2018), the 2017 number of fatalities involving a driver 
with a BAC of 0.08 or greater was reported to be 10,874. This 
was based on official data available at that time. Since then, 
an adjustment was made to this number and published in the 
most recent NHTSA fact sheet (NHTSA October 2019), hence the 
change from 10,874 to 10,908 in our 2019 TIRF USA RSM fact 
sheet for the 2017 number of alcohol-impaired driving fatalities.
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percentage of U.S. drivers who think various road safety 
issues are a serious or very serious problem. The most 
serious problems identified by drivers continued to be 
texting and driving at 84% (a significant decrease from 
88% in 2018) followed by alcohol-impaired driving at 
78% (a significant increase from 74% in 2018) and 
drug-impaired driving at 71% (a significant increase 
from 62% in 2018). Other road safety issues are also a 
concern for most U.S. drivers such as talking on hand-
held devices (67%), excessive speed (67%), marijuana 
or THC impaired drivers (58%), driving after vaping 
marijuana or THC (57%), driving under the influence of 
CBD/cannabidiol (53%) and driving after vaping CBD/
cannabidiol (51%). The questions related to marijuana/
THC and CBD/cannabidiol were asked for the first time 
in 2019.

Figure 2:  Percent of U.S. drivers who are very or extremely concerned about different societal issues
in 2016-2019

Figure 3:  Percent of U.S. drivers who think various road safety issues are a serious or very serious
problem in 2016-2019
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Alcohol-impaired driving behaviors as 
reported by U.S. drivers
What were self-reported alcohol-impaired driving 
behaviors of U.S. drivers? Self-reported alcohol-
impaired driving behavior by U.S. drivers is shown 
in Figure 4. Respondents were asked two questions. 
First, they were asked how many times in the past 
12 months they had driven when they thought they 
were probably over the legal limit. Results on the left-
hand side show the percent of drivers each year who 
answered one or more times. Second, respondents 
were asked how often they drive impaired on a scale 
from 1 (never) to 6 (very often). The results on the 
right-hand side show the percent of those who chose 5 
or 6 on this scale.

The results show that the percent of respondents 
that reported driving when they thought they were 
over the legal limit in the last 12 months significantly 
increased from 11.6% in 2018 to 20% in 2019. This 
is the highest prevalence reported during the past five 
years of data collection. Additionally, the percent of 
respondents that reported driving impaired often or 
very often was also the highest reported during the 
past five years with a significant increase from 3.4% in 
2018 to 11.1% in 2019.

What are the reasons why U.S. drivers drove 
when they thought they were over the legal limit? 
Answers from respondents regarding reasons they 
drove when they thought they were over the legal limit 
are presented in Figure 5. The most common response 
was they thought they were okay to drive (39.4%). 
However, this is a significant decrease from 50.7% in 

2018. Furthermore 10.4% reported they thought they 
could drive carefully regardless, 9.8% thought they 
would not be caught and 9.6% thought there was no 
alternative to driving. A variety of other reasons were 
somewhat common such as 7.1% who didn’t know 
why they drove while impaired to 6.6% who said the 
route was familiar. These results are similar to responses 
in 2018 with few exceptions: the percentage of 
respondents who “thought they were okay to drive” 
decreased significantly from 50.7% in 2018 to 39.4% 
in 2019; those who “thought they would not get 
caught” showed a non-significant increase from 6.3% 
in 2018 to 9.8% in 2019 and those that “thought 
there was no alternative” increased significantly from 
5.1% in 2017 to 9.6% in 2019.

A large percentage of U.S. drivers (45.6% four-year 
average) who drove when they thought they were over 
the legal limit for alcohol consumption continue to 
believe they were okay to drive. This suggests they do 
not understand or appreciate the impairing effects of 
alcohol on driving or the risk they pose to themselves 
and other drivers on the road; or, worse case, they simply 
do not care. These results suggest that educational 
campaigns designed to help drivers recognize that they 
are not able to judge their own level of impairment or 
ability to drive after drinking are needed to help prevent 
and reduce alcohol-impaired driving.

39.4% of U.S. drivers thought they were 

okay to drive even though they thought 

they were over the legal limit.

Figure 4:  Percent of U.S. drivers self-reporting alcohol-impaired driving in 2015-2019
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The increases in those who think they would not 
get caught and that there were no alternatives are 
notable and speak to the importance of high-visibility 
enforcement as well as availability and/or awareness-
raising of alternative, safe rides.

What are the characteristics of respondents who 
reported driving while they thought they were 
over the legal limit? Data were analyzed to determine 
if there were any relationships between people who 
reported driving while they thought they were over 
the legal limit within the last 12 months and their age, 
sex, the distance they drive, the number of tickets 
issued, whether they had previously been injured in 
a collision, and their marital status. Analysis of the 
aggregated data from the past four years revealed 
several significant results. Results for 2019 only are also 
provided in brackets for comparison:

 > Older drivers were less likely to report driving when 
they thought they were over the legal limit. Among 
respondents aged 21 to 39 years, approximately 
21.8% reported this behavior, whereas among 
those aged 40 to 59 years approximately 8.9% and 
8% of those over age 60 reported this (33.1%, 
14.8% and 6.3% for these same age categories in 
2019).

 > Males (16.8%) were more likely than females (8.2%) 
to report driving while they thought they were over 
the legal limit (25.8% versus 14.4% in 2019). 

 > With respect to tickets received in the past 12 
months, those who received two or more of 
them were more likely to report driving when 
they thought they were over the legal limit (71%) 

compared to those who received fewer than two 
tickets (28.7%) (81.5% versus 14.4% in 2019).

 > Persons who had been injured in the past in a motor 
vehicle crash were more likely to report driving 
when they thought they were over the legal limit 
(16.9%) compared to those who had not been 
injured before (10.8%) (32.9% among those injured 
versus 15.9% among those not injured in 2019).

What are the characteristics of respondents who 
reported driving impaired often or very often? The 
analyses to determine if there were any relationships 
between people who reported driving impaired often 
or very often and their demographic characteristics 
showed similar profiles. Based on the aggregated data 
from the past four years, the following significant 
results were found:

 > Older drivers were less likely to report driving 
impaired often or very often. Among respondents 
aged 21 to 39 years, approximately 10.7% reported 
this behavior, whereas just 3% of those aged 40 
to 59 years, and only 3.2% of those over age 60 

Figure 5:  Why respondents drove when they thought they were over the legal limit in 2019
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reported this (21%, 7.4% and 1.5% for these same 
age categories in 2019).

 > Males (7.9%) were more likely than females (2.8%) 
to report driving impaired often or very often (Males 
16.2%, females 6.2% in 2019). 

 > With respect to tickets received in the past 12 
months, those who received two or more of them 
were more likely to report driving impaired often or 
very often (52.6%) compared to those who received 
fewer than two tickets (3.2%) (50.8% versus 7.6% 
in 2019).

 > Persons who had been injured in the past in a motor 
vehicle crash were more likely to report driving 
impaired often or very often (9.6%) compared to 
those who had not been injured before (3.8%) 
(22.5% among those injured versus 7.5% among 
those not injured in 2019).

Comparison with other types of unsafe 
driving behaviors
What types of other unsafe driving behaviors are 
reported by drivers? Since 2015 the TIRF USA RSM 
has compared alcohol-impaired driving to other unsafe 
driving behaviors including speeding through a traffic 
light, driving well over the speed limit, driving tired or 
fatigued, and driving distracted.  

Red-light running and speeding are found to be among 
the leading causes of road crashes in the United States 
and Canada (Evans, 2006; Elvik, 2005; Goldenbeld 
and Van Schagen, 2005; Hess, 2004; Kloeden et al., 
2001; McGee and Eccles, 2003; Tay, 2000; Vanlaar 
et al. 2014). The crashes that result from red-light 
running also vary in severity. Red-light running most 
often results in right-angle crashes which have a higher 
injury and fatality rate than most other types of crashes, 
including rear-end crashes (Helai et al., 2008).

Driving when drowsy/sleepy or fatigued can 
compromise the ability to drive safely. Both actions lead 
to impaired performance at the wheel and can 
ultimately result in falling asleep at the wheel (Brown, 
1994; Vanlaar et al. 2008). The 2002 “Sleep in 
America” survey found that 51% of drivers admitted to 
driving while drowsy, 17% admitted to dozing off while 

driving, and 1% reported having been involved in a 
crash due to dozing off or fatigue (National Sleep 
Foundation, 2002). From 2011 through 2015 drowsy 
driving was reportedly involved in 2.3% to 2.5% of all 
fatal crashes nationwide and an estimated 33,000 
(1.9%) of all injury crashes in 2015 (NHTSA 2017).

Distracted driving has become one of the most 
significant road safety concerns worldwide, with 
distraction from mobile devices and other in-vehicle 
technology being at the forefront of this discussion 
(Bowman and Robertson, 2016). The 100-Car 
Naturalistic Driving study of data from crashes and near-
crashes conducted by the Virginia Tech Transportation 
Institute (Klauer et al. 2006) estimated that engaging in 
a complex secondary task (e.g., texting, reaching for a 
moving object, applying makeup or dialing) while driving 
exposed drivers to approximately three times the risk of 
involvement in a crash or near-crash. In North America, 
distraction is estimated to be a factor in about 20% to 
30% of motor vehicle collisions (Robertson et al. 2017).

Finally, due to the increasing number of states that have 
legalized marijuana, the survey this year includes driving 
within two hours after consuming marijuana/THC as a 
dangerous driving behavior. Numerous studies have been 
conducted in countries around the world investigating 
the impairing effects of marijuana on driving skills 
(Broyd et al. 2016; Hartman et al. 2016; Holland et al. 
2011; Huestis 2007; Li et al. 2011; Ramaekers et al. 
2004, 2006; Romano et al. 2017). For the most part, 
these results have demonstrated marijuana produces 
impairment and measurable decrements in driver skills. 

Figure 6 shows significant increases in all unsafe 
behaviors that were monitored since 2015. It furthers 
shows that other behaviors continue to be more 
prevalent than alcohol-impaired driving (11.1% for 
driving impaired compared to 13.3% for driving 
distracted to 18.8% for speeding through a traffic light). 

Red-light running and speeding are found 

to be among the leading causes of road 

crashes in the United States and Canada. 
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Figure 6:  Percent of U.S. drivers who often or very often engage in unsafe driving behaviors in
2015-2019

Figure 7 shows the results for unsafe driving behaviors 
reported in 2019 that includes several behaviors 
not asked about in previous years. These additional 
behaviors include texting while driving, talking on their 
phone while driving and several questions related to 
alcohol and drug use. The highest reported behaviors 
were related to speeding, distraction and driving 
while tired/fatigued. Driving after consuming THC 
was reported slightly more often than driving when 

impaired by alcohol (12% versus 9.9%), which was a 
statistically significant difference. While the impact of 

Speeding, distraction and driving while 

tired/fatigued were the highest reported 

unsafe driving behaviors reported in 2019. 

Figure 7:  Percent of U.S. drivers who often or very often engage in unsafe driving behaviors in 2019
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consuming/vaping CBD on driving may not be entirely 
understood today, we asked people how often they 
drove after consuming/vaping CBD. The results show 
that driving after consuming and driving after vaping 
CBD/cannabidiol was reported by 11.6% and 10.4% of 
drivers respectively.

How do driver attitudes about dangerous driving 
affect their behaviors? The relationship between driver 
attitudes and behaviors with respect to several unsafe 
driving behaviors was analyzed using logistic regression 
modeling. Driver attitudes were measured by asking 
respondents on a six point scale the extent to which they 
believed it was okay to engage in several unsafe driving 
behaviors, with a 1 indicating it is completely okay to do 
so and a 6 indicating it is completely not okay. For scoring 
purposes, a 5 or 6 was used to indicate they agree that it 
is not okay to engage in that behavior.

For two unsafe driving behaviors (driving often after 
consuming or vaping THC; and, speeding) the results 
consistently showed that males, younger drivers, those 
who have been injured in a previous car crash and 
those who have received two or more tickets in the 
past twelve months were more likely to report engaging 
in the unsafe behavior. This is similar to the profile of 
alcohol-impaired drivers described above.

With respect to driving after consuming or vaping THC, 
respondents who reported that driving after doing so 
was not okay were 46% less likely to report doing so 
often. With respect to speeding, those who reported 
it was not okay to drive well over the speed limit were 
47% less likely to report speeding often.

Safe rides 
What proportion of drivers report using safe 
rides? The proportion of respondents indicating they 
had been a designated driver, used a designated driver, 
used a taxi or public transportation or ridesharing in 
2019 was 82.3%. This represents over 187 million 
licensed drivers in the U.S. that have used one of the 
safe ride options in 2019. This indicates a yearly 
ongoing improvement from 81.2% of respondents in 
2018 (180 million) and 80.1% in 2017 (177 million).

Who is using safe rides? A logistic regression model 
was fit to the 2019 data to examine if gender and age 
have an impact on who is more or less likely to use a 
safe ride option. There were no significant differences 
between males and females. With respect to age, no 
differences were seen between drivers under the age of 
50. Drivers aged 50 or older were found to be 61% less 
likely than younger drivers to use a safe rides option. 

Figure 8:  Trends in the use of safe rides 2017-2019
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This does not, however, mean that these older drivers 
are more likely to drive while impaired. They may simply 
be less likely to be drinking alcohol in the first place 
when a ride home would be required, or they may rely 
less on a safe ride as a strategy to avoid driving after 
drinking.

Conclusions
To date, survey results from the TIRF USA RSM are 
consistent with trends in alcohol-impaired driving 
fatalities (with the exception of one year, 2018, when 
an increase in self-reported alcohol-impaired driving 
was observed but a decrease in alcohol-impaired 
driving fatalities4). Data from 2019 revealed significant 
increases in measures of self-reported alcohol-impaired 
driving. While more data are needed to monitor trends, 
the significant increase in self-reported alcohol-impaired 
driving is a concern. It is an indication the number of 
alcohol-impaired driving fatalities in 2019 may increase.

These results are in sharp contrast to the reported level 
of concern about alcohol-impaired driving which has 
remained higher than concern about other social issues 
as well as other road safety issues (except for texting 
while driving). The substantial increase in self-reported 
driving when impaired by alcohol appears disconnected 
from the reported level of concern reported about this 
issue and warrants further study. 

The most common reasons drivers reported driving 
when they thought they were over the legal limit can 
provide guidance to address this. In 2018, half of 
respondents indicated they believed they were okay to 
drive, which was similar to the percentage of drivers 
who reported doing so in previous years. However, 
in 2019 this percentage dropped to 39.4%, perhaps 
indicating greater awareness of the impairing effects of 
alcohol, or of the inaccuracy of their own perceptions 
of intoxication. Nevertheless, the result still suggests 
numerous drivers may not recognize the impairing 
effects of alcohol after they have been drinking or 
understand how their driving abilities may be affected. 
Also, the levels observed in 2019 among individuals 
who believed they would not get caught and that 
there were no alternatives, speaks to the importance of 
high-visibility enforcement as well as availability and/or 
awareness-raising of alternative, safe rides. 

Targeted educational strategies to underscore drivers’ 
perception of their own impairment are often 
inaccurate. Therefore, drivers should not rely solely 
on how they gauge their own level of impairment 
when making decisions about driving after drinking. 

Messages encouraging drivers to listen to members 
of their social group who tell them they are too 
impaired to drive may help to reinforce safer choices. 
RSM results consistently show young males with a 
history of crashing and offending are more at risk for 
engaging in alcohol-impaired driving. Similar profiles 
were found for those engaging in speeding and driving 
after consuming or vaping THC. This is consistent with 
the literature that shows certain subgroups of drivers 
are more prone to risk-taking in general. While males 
are indeed more likely to engage in the behavior, 
8.2% of females also self-reported driving while 
they thought they were over the legal limit. It means 
different subgroups would benefit from such tailored 
approaches.

On a positive note, the reliance on alternative 
transportation options to driving impaired has steadily 
increased in the past few years. In particular, the number 
rose from 177 million drivers in 2017 indicating they 
had been a designated driver, used a designated driver, 
used a taxi or public transportation or ridesharing, to 
187 million in 2019. In light of this increase, it seems 
the belief there are no alternatives may be used as 
an excuse, at least by a subgroup of impaired drivers. 
Understanding who is at risk for alcohol-impaired 
driving, and the conditions leading to this behavior, 
is important to ensure people have access to safe 
rides. Communities should be expected to be unique 
in what safe ride strategies will work, hence tailored 
implementation is essential. Effective safe ride options 
and maintaining a minimum level of high-visibility 
enforcement is equally important to achieve progress.  

The significant increases in the prevalence of other 
self-reported risky driving behaviors, such as speeding 
through traffic lights, driving well over the speed limit, 
driving tired or fatigued, and driving distracted are 
disconcerting. Increases in these behaviors may be 
indicative of a larger trend related to low awareness of 
risks and consequences among drivers, and perhaps 
misperceptions about the responsibility of drivers in 
operating a vehicle with advanced driver assistance 
systems (ADAS) such as lane changing alerts, or 
automatic braking systems. Recent research has shown 
some drivers are more willing to engage in a range of 
risky driving behaviors due to misperceptions that safety 
features of semi-autonomous vehicles will protect 

4  Note that an adjustment to the 2018 number of fatalities may 
be made in 2020, similar to previous years (cf. footnote 3), so 
the consistency for 2018 between indicators of self-reported 
alcohol-impaired driving and alcohol-impaired fatalities remains to 
determined.
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them or that vehicles are capable of driving without 
their intervention (Robertson et al. 2017). This general 
increase in the prevalence of other unsafe behaviors 
may also be related to a – perceived or real – decrease 
in enforcement.

Regarding marijuana, public awareness is often 
characterized by misperceptions due to the complexity 
of the science about impairing effects and challenges 
conveying it. To illustrate, it has been a common 
misperception among users that they can drive better 
and/or more safely after consuming marijuana. Of 
concern, the results from the Traffic Safety Culture 
Index by the AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety reported 
just over half of respondents believed using marijuana 
within one hour of driving increased crash risk (AAA 
Foundation for Traffic Safety, 2018). Similar results 
were found in our survey. It was found that 58% of 
respondents perceive marijuana/THC impaired drivers 
to be a serious problem and 57% perceive the same 
for driving after vaping marijuana/THC. While the 
impact of consuming/vaping CBD on driving is not 
well understood today, 53% perceive driving under its 
influence to be a serious problem and 51% agreed the 
same for driving after vaping. More work is needed 
to further explore if, and how, CBD affects crash risk. 
This misperception and lack of awareness about the 
impairing effects of marijuana on driving can have a 
direct impact on the rates of marijuana-impaired driving 
and marijuana-related crashes.

In conclusion, the number of alcohol-impaired driving 
fatalities continues to decrease. This is indicative of 
progress achieved. Other positive trends include the 
increase in the number of drivers stating they relied on 
safe rides as an alternative strategy to avoid alcohol-
impaired driving. In 2019, an estimated 187 million U.S. 
drivers said they had been a designated driver, used a 
designated driver, used a taxi or public transportation or 
ridesharing. Early warning surveillance, however, reveals 
more drivers reported driving while impaired in 2019, so 
continued monitoring is needed to determine the impact 
on crashes. In the interim, further efforts are essential to 
reduce the burden of the issue on the nation.
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