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Driving Records of Persons Convicted of
Driving under the Influence of Alcohol!

Stephen A. Maisto,* Linda Carter Sobell,> Paul F. Zelhart*
Gerard J. Connors® and Terri Cooper®

SummaRry. The average interval between convictions of driving under the influence
decreases from 2 years between first and second convictions to 17, 11 and 8 months,
respectively, between the second and third, the third and fourth and the fourth
and fifth convictions.

highway accidents (1), major efforts have focused on pre-

venting drinking—driving incidents (2). Generally, research
in this area has attempted to determine the variables that dis-
criminate between drinking and nondrinking drivers. Some of the
identifying characteristics studied thus far include demographic
variables (e.g., 3-5), drinking patterns (5) and driving records
preceding drinking—driving involvement (3, 6, 7).

Another serious problem is secondary prevention, i.e., the de-
velopment of successful programs for drivers already convicted of
driving under the influence (pur). It is not that we lack treatment
programs for pur offenders (8), but that these programs have
proved less than effective (1, 9). To compound the problem, al-
though one of the main goals of treatment programs for drivers

BECAUSE alcohol is associated with a high proportion of
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convicted of pur is to reduce recidivism rates, which can be mea-
sured objectively, evaluations of pur treatment programs have been
flawed by poor methodology and inadequate measures of outcome
(10, 11).

The present report describes a retrospective evaluation of the
driving records of two samples of Tennessee drivers. The first
group was selected randomly from all drivers in the State of Ten-
nessee. The other group, a random selection of drivers receiving
at least one pur conviction during the period from 1 November
1970 through December 1971, was divided into two subgroups:
single and multiple pur offenders. It was anticipated that differ-
ences between the groups might suggest variables to be consid-
ered in the design and evaluation of primary and secondary pre-
vention programs.

MEeTHOD

Data Collection. Driving records of 656 drivers, randomly selected
from the active files of the Tennessee Department of Safety, covered
the 65-month period from 1 November 1970 through March 1976. These
records contained information on driving history (e.g., convictions of
various traffic violations, traffic accidents and pur offenses) and lim-
ited demographic data.

The driving records of all persons convicted of at least one pur of-
fense during the 14-month period from November 1970 through De-
cember 1971 were obtained from the Tennessee Department of Safety.
After these records were ordered according to driver license number,
every fourth record was coded, yielding a sample of 2000 cases. Of
these 2000 records, 1982 had information on at least some of the vari-
ables studied. The information collected was comparable to that col-
lected on the sample of all Tennessee drivers.

The mean (=*sp) age of the sample of all Tennessee drivers was
39.14 &= 17.00 years compared with 42.52 = 12.96 for the single and
41.84 = 1142 for the multiple offender groups.” In contrast to both
put groups, which were virtually all male (94.8 and 98.2% of the single
and multiple offenders, respectively), only 59.9% of the sample of all
Tennessee drivers were men. The racial composition of the three groups
was similar, 88.7% of the sample of all Tennessee drivers being Whites,
and 85.8% of the single and 88.6% of the multiple offenders being Whites.
Other demographic characteristics, such as socioeconomic status and
urban or rural residence, could not be determined from the driving
records.

"The summary statistics are based on different numbers of cases, according to
the completeness of the record. Data on age were available for all drivers in the
sample of all Tennessee drivers and for 1533 and 449 drivers, respectively, in the
samples of single and multiple offenders. Data on sex were available for 655, 1521
and 437 drivers, and data on race for 655, 1459 and 404 drivers.
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RESuLTS

During the 65-month period, only 1.7% (11 of 655 valid cases)
of the sample of all Tennessee drivers were convicted of 1 pur
offense and 2 (0.3%) were convicted of 2 offenses; 2 of the 13 had
1 pur conviction associated with a traffic accident. No one in this
sample was convicted of pur following refusal to consent to a
breath test.

In the sample of 1982 drivers having at least 1 conviction during
the first 14 months of the study, 77.35% had 1 conviction during
the entire 65-month period, 17.00% had 2, 3.94% had 3, 0.96% had 4,
0.55% had 5, 0.15% had 6 and 0.05% had 7. As is apparent from these
data, the majority of the drivers in the pur sample did not receive
another pur conviction during the 65-month period under study.

Of the 1533 drivers who were single offenders during the 14-
month period, 14.7% had a pur conviction associated with a traffic
accident during the 65-month period; and 7.2% had 1 pur convic-
tion and 0.4% had 2 pur convictions following refusal to take a
breath test during the 65-month period. Of the 449 drivers who
were multiple offenders during the 65-month period, 19.6% had 1
and 2.0% had 2 pur convictions associated with a traffic accident
during the study. Of the multiple offenders, 14.7% had 1, 1.8% had
2 and 0.7% had 3 pur convictions following refusal to take a breath
test during the 65-month period. Thus, more than one-fifth of the
multiple offenders were convicted, on the basis of blood or breath
analysis, of being legally intoxicated when involved in a traffic
accident, and the multiple offenders had substantially more pur
convictions following a refusal to take a breath test than did the
drivers in the other 2 groups.

The data on the sample of all Tennessee drivers suggest that
the probability of receiving the first pur conviction is low. How-
ever, the conviction rates of the pur sample suggest that the prob-
ability of receiving a second pur conviction is relatively high:
22.65% of this sample recidivated at least once during the 65-month
period, compared with 2 of the 13 (15.4%) pur offenders in the
random sample of drivers who received a second pur conviction.
Of drivers receiving at least 2 pur convictions during the 65-month
period, 25.0% received at least one more conviction; of those re-
ceiving at least 3 pus, 30.4% recidivated at least once more. The
remaining values are 44.1%, 26.7%, and 25.0% for drivers receiving
at least 4, 5 or 6 pur convictions.



DRIVING RECORDS OF DRUNKEN DRIVERS 73

An important question concerning pur recidivism is the amount
of time between convictions. As the data in Table 1 show, as in-
dividuals receive additional pur convictions, the amount of time
between these convictions diminishes. In this study, the mean in-
terval between the first and second convictions was 23.5 months,
but this decreased to means of 16.8 and 10.7 months, respectively,
between the second and third and the third and fourth convictions.
This trend continued until the time between the fourth and fifth,
the fifth and sixth, and the sixth and seventh convictions was eight
months.

Table 2 presents the drivers’ mean number and range of con-
victions for 9 different moving traffic violations. Generally, the
incidence and frequency of each of these offenses were low. Al-
though the 3 samples of drivers were comparable according to
convictions for speeding and careless driving and according to
suspension of a license because of a felony, they were markedly
different in their convictions for other offenses. For example, drivers
having multiple convictions for pur operated a vehicle contrary to
license specifications on the average 10 times more than did first
offenders, and no one in the sample of all Tennessee drivers was
convicted of this offense. A similar ordering of the groups of
drivers occurred for average number of convictions for reckless
driving, operating without a license or appropriate license, driving
while the license is revoked and driving while the license is sus-
pended. In hit-and-run convictions, both pur subgroups were com-
parable, and both had appreciably more convictions than did the
random sample of all Tennessee drivers.

The incidence and frequency of accidents, like those of moving
traffic violations, were low across all three groups. Except for a
single offender’s violation of the motor vehicle law resulting in
the death of another, no member of any of the groups had viola-

TaBLE 1.—Percentage of 1982 DUI Offenders Reconvicted, November 1970
through March 1976, and the Number of Months between Convictions

Minimum Number of Mean Number (and Range)
Additional Convictions Per Cent of Months between Convictions

1 22.65 23.5 (1-62)

2 5.65 16.8 (1-53)

3 1.72 10.7 (1-38)

4 0.76 8.0 (1-27)

5 0.20 8.0 (1-26)

6 0.05 80 (N=1)
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TaBLE 2.—Mean Number (and Range) of Convictions for Moving Traffic
Violations, November 1970 through March 1976

Single Multiple
All Tennessee DUI DUI
Drivers Offenders Offenders
(N = 656) (N =1533) (N = 449)
Offense* :
Speeding 025 (0-5) 030 (0-7) 0.30 (0-8)
Careless or negligent
driving 0.005 (0-2) 0.002 (0-1) 0.007 (0-1)
Operating contrary to
specifications on license 0 0.002 (0-1) 0.02 (0-1)
Reckless driving 0.04 (0-5) 0.12 (0-3) 0.25 (0-3)

Operating without a

license or appro-

priate license 0.02 (0-4) 023 (0-8) 051 (0-9)
Leaving the scene of an

accident (property

damage) 0 0 0.004 (0-1)
Hit-and-run driving 0.002 (0-1) 0.016 (0-2) 0.013 (0-2)
Driving while license

is revoked 0.005 (0-1) 0.08 (0-5) 027 (0-6)
Driving while license

is suspended 0.002 (0-1) 001 (0-2) 0.05 (0-3)

s None of the drivers’ licenses were suspended because of a felony.

tions resulting in the driver’s death or in damage to persons or
property. However, in single and multiple pur offenders, the mean
number of nonchargeable accidents (0.45 = 0.71 and 0.49 = 0.82,
respectively) were twice as large as the mean (0.24 = 0.59) of
the random sample of all drivers. In accidents associated with
violations resulting in property damage and violations resulting
in bodily injury, the means of the random sample of drivers (0.04
#=0.21 and 0.03 = 0.16) and the single offenders (0.06 =+ 0.25
and 0.03 = 0.16) were similar, but the multiple offenders’ means
(0.15 = 0.41 and 0.10 == 0.34) were at least 2.5 times higher than
those of either of the former groups.

DiscussioN

These data on the incidence and frequency of pur convictions
in the general driving population and among pur offenders are
consistent with findings of previous research (8). Only a small
proportion of the random sample of drivers were convicted of a
pur offense during the 65-month period studied. However, data on
the sample of pur offenders showed that the probability of receiv-
ing a second pur increased markedly relative to the first, and that
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among multiple pur offenders there is a high risk that they will
continue to receive additional pur convictions.

Since the middle of 1975, there has been increased police sur-
veillance of pur offenders in Tennessee, but such action probably
had little effect on the data described here. The official policy
to crack down on pur offenders affected drivers in the Nashville-
Davidson County area more than drivers in other areas of the state,
and the data used in this study were collected from all of the state’s
95 counties. Moreover, the current pur offender policy in Nashville-
Davidson County was initiated near the end of the 65-month period
covered in this study.

The data on traffic violations and accidents suggest that drivers
convicted of at least one pur are more likely to have accidents and
to be convicted of traffic violations in the future than are drivers
who do not have pur convictions. Although limitations of the data
do not allow a clear interpretation of these differences, we can sug-
gest several hypotheses. First, most of the persons in the pur sam-
ple were men, and men tend to drive more miles and to have
poorer driving records than do women (12). It is also possible
that the samples were not similar on other demographic variables
(e.g., socioeconomic class) known to covary with driving records.

Some of the differences in the driving records of the samples may
have resulted from the fact that pur conviction was a criterion in
the selection of samples. Violations such as driving without a valid
license and driving on a restricted license could vary with pur
convictions merely because people convicted of pur usually have
their license suspended or revoked, and thus have greater oppor-
tunity to be convicted of these types of violations. However, it
is less apparent that a pur conviction can account for differences in
accidents and convictions of hit-and-run driving. Clearly, the dif-
ferences in driving profiles are important and should be studied
further.

The data have implications for implementation and evaluation
of prevention programs for pur offenders. Clark (6) has found that
persons selected on the basis of alcohol-related offenses show more
deviant driving records preceding the incident for which they
were selected than do persons in the general population. Since
the present study covered a considerable period of time following
a DUI conviction, our findings suggest that people convicted of
pul may be poor drivers following as well as preceding their con-
viction. In view of Clark’s findings (6) and ours, it would be
worthwhile to study the usefulness of identifying potential pur of-
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fenders on the basis of their records of traffic violations and acci-
dents. These data also suggest that it may be useful to aim sec-
ondary prevention programs at first offenders as well as recidivist
drunken drivers, and to include in secondary prevention programs
for pur offenders a course on responsible driving.

Unfortunately, the effects of primary and secondary interven-
tions could not be evaluated in the present study because of limi-
tations of the data. During the period covered by these data,
driving records did not document attendance in alcohol education
programs. However, the finding that the mean interval between
first and second pur convictions was about 23 months indicates
that if pur recidivism is used as a criterion in the evaluation of a
treatment program for drivers convicted of pui, the appropriate
follow-up period is at least 3 years. Other aspects of the driving
record, such as frequency of traffic violations and accidents, may
be useful follow-up measures supplementary to the rate of pur
convictions.

Although the findings of this study have a number of implica-
tions for primary and secondary prevention as well as evaluation
of such intervention, several caveats are in order. First, the con-
clusions of this study are based on data on convictions, not ar-
rests. When driving records must be used to assess driving behavior,
arrest data are most appropriate. The data on pur convictions de-
scribed here almost certainly do not reflect all of these drivers’
pul arrests, and at the time these data were collected, the courts
generally reduced the pur charges to reckless driving if the offender
(especially a first offender) agreed to participate in a treatment
program. Data in Table 2 suggests that this practice was in effect
during the period under study, since the mean number of convic-
tions for reckless driving was three and six times greater for single
and multiple offenders than for the sample of all drivers.

Second, although the three groups of drivers showed large dif-
ferences on several of the traffic violation and accident variables,
the incidence and frequency of these events were generally low,
and for some types of traffic offenses and accidents there was no
record of occurrence in any of the three groups. Third, the clin-
ician and researcher must be judicious in applying the findings of
the present study to individual cases. Finally, although driving
records provide useful information on pur offenders, it is important
to assess attitudinal, sociocultural and psychological variables for
a more balanced evaluation of pur intervention programs (10, 13).
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