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Compelling Question: What factors led to a decline in drunk driving deaths? 
Students will look at a brief history of reform movements related to drunk driving and determine how 
effective groups like MADD have been since the 1980s.  
 
Document A: Why the US Drinking Age is 21 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9aWYJugVTs4  

 
Partial Transcript:  

Prohibition, the 18th amendment to the US 
Constitution, banned alcohol in 1920. It was 
repealed by the 21st amendment — and after that, a 
lot of states settled on a drinking age of 21 and 
older… In the 70s, the 26th amendment changed 
the dynamic again. “That amendment, as you 
know, provides for the right to vote of all of our 
young people between 18 and 21, 11 million new 
voters as a result of this amendment” (Ronald 

Reagan). 18 year olds could be drafted to Vietnam and vote, so a lot of states decided they could 
drink. 

That map was short lived for one reason… “Nearly 50,000 people were killed on our 
highways last year. Now out of that statistic comes an even more chilling one. Drunk drivers 
were involved in 25,000 of those fatalities, in addition to 750,000 injuries a year” (Ronald 
Reagan). Drinking age reform advocates quickly attributed drunk driving fatalities in the blue 
states, or 18 and older states, to earlier drinking ages. People argued that teens driving across 
state lines to drink or purchase alcohol increased drunk driving. This 1983 map was still a 
hodgepodge, but see how more states turned green — for 19— and yellow — for 20 years old? 
That was driven partly by an awareness campaign… Michael Jackson? He was being honored for 
letting his music be used in anti-drunk driving PSAs. 

President Reagan is famous for saying: “The nine most terrifying words in the English 
language are ‘I’m from the government and I’m here to help.’” That made his strategy kind of 
surprising. “For even though drunk driving is a problem nation-wide, it can only be solved at 
the state and local level. Yet the Federal Government also has a role to play.” His thinking was 
influenced by two main groups. “Much of the credit for focusing public attention goes to the 
grassroots campaign of organizations like MADD, Mothers Against Drunk Drivers, and RID, 
Remove Intoxicated Drivers” (Ronald Reagan).  

Candace “Candy” Lightner founded MADD in 1980 after her daughter Cari was killed by 
a drunk driver. MADD’s goals at the time included making it easier to obtain DUI convictions... 
and raising the drinking age. This direction was clear at River Dell High School in Oradell, New 
Jersey, where President Reagan explained his unpredictable political evolution. The problem: “I 
appointed a Presidential Commission on Drunk Driving. They told us that alcohol related 
automobile accidents are the leading cause of teenage deaths in this country.”  

The theory: “In states in which the drinking age has been raised, teenage drinking 
fatalities have gone down significantly. Here in New Jersey, you raised the drinking age to 21 in 
1983, and you know what happened: you had a 26% reduction in nighttime single vehicle 
fatalities among 19 and 20 year olds in the first year alone” (Ronald Reagan). 

The dilemma: “I was delighted again because I hoped that the states would, as they 
should, take this action themselves without federal orders or interference.” “It’s led to a kind of 
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crazy quilt of different state drinking laws, and that’s led to what’s been called blood borders, 
with teenagers leaving their home to go the nearest state with a lower drinking age.”  

And here? This is where the roads come in. The Interstate Highway Act of 1956 created a 
network of roads largely funded by Federal dollars. Those roads quickly became crucial to state 
economies. That money also became a way to bend the states to Federal priorities, even if it 
meant Reagan had to change his typical political positions. “I’ve decided to support legislation to 
withhold 5% of a state’s highway funds if it does not enact the 21-year-old drinking age. Some 
may feel that my decision is at odds with my philosophical viewpoint that state problems should 
involve state solutions, and it isn’t up to a big and overwhelming government in Washington to 
tell the states what to do. And you’re partly right. Beyond that, there are some special cases in 
which overwhelming need can be dealt with by prudent and limited federal action” (Ronald 
Reagan). The law passed. 

That’s Candy Lightner, celebrating. “I’d like to make you an honorary mother against 
drunk drivers.” It wasn’t technically a nationwide drinking age law, but in effect — it was. “We 
have no misgiving about this judicious use of Federal power.” States quickly adopted the 21-
year-old drinking age. Most couldn't afford to lose federal funding for their highways. Louisiana 
was the only state that held out at age 18 (due to a loophole, which it closed in the mid 90s). 
South Dakota challenged the law to preserve sale of low alcohol beer for 19 year olds and up, 
and it reached the Supreme Court. “Mr. Chief Justice and may it please the court, the issue in this 
case is whether or not Congress may condition the receipt of highway funds upon a state having 
in effect 21-year-old drinking age.” The court ruled 7-2, stating it was within Congress’s powers 
to control spending that promoted “general welfare,” argued as the reduction of youth drinking 
and driving via the 21-year-old drinking age. Did it work? 

Most studies of studies declare “case closed” — that the higher drinking age saves lives, 
and “reduces alcohol consumption.” Skeptics, like people from the libertarian Cato Institute, 
claim a broader cultural change, not a law, should be credited with saving lives. Reagan himself 
kind of argued both sides, saying that, “the new minimum drinking age is working,” but that 
“my friends, there’s so much more to do, and it’s not government that can do it.”  

Politically, Ronald Reagan using Federal purse strings to strong arm states is…a strange 
pairing. But beyond the politics, there’s a bigger message. The Federal government has used 
other levers to push states, but to change the drinking age there was one big tool. The thing that 
changed the country wasn’t just the lines on states’ edges. It was the ones that run through them.    
  

Vox.com. “Why the US Drinking Age Is 21.” YouTube. YouTube, August 23, 2019. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9aWYJugVTs4.   
 

Guiding Questions 
 

1. Based on this video, did MADD impact federal policy related to drunk driving? 
 
 

2. According to this video, did legislation alone help change drunk driving?  
 
 
Document B: Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) 

Every single day in the United States, 28 people die in a car crash that involves a driver 
who is under the influence of and impaired by alcohol, the Centers for Disease Control and 
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Prevention (CDC) publishes. This equates to just more than one death every hour of every day in 
America. 

After the senseless death of her 13-year-old daughter Cari, who was killed by a drunk 
driver, Candace Lightner began feverishly working in her home state of California to raise 
awareness about drunk driving and to attempt to illicit change in drunk driving laws. Together 
with another mother, Cindi Lamb, whose child was a victim of a crash with an alcohol-impaired 
driver, the grassroots nonprofit organization Mothers Against Drunk Drivers, or MADD, was 
founded and incorporated in Sacramento, California on September 5th of 1980…  

Since 1980, MADD reports that they have helped to cut drunk driving deaths in half, 
saved around 350,000 lives, and helped more than 850,000 victims. Today, there are several 
hundred local MADD chapters spread throughout the US and Canada. The journal World 
Psychiatry publishes that the MADD campaign has helped to get over 1,000 new laws involving 
alcohol passed on both a local and national level, including laws regarding server liability, the 
setting up of sobriety checkpoints, and raising the minimum drinking age. MADD has also 
influenced public perception of drunk driving, putting faces to the victims to highlight that these 
are not “accidents” but rather instances of avoidable violence and that the crime is not 
“victimless.” 

… Arguably, MADD has been extremely influential, not only in affecting public policy 
and legislation, but also in changing public perception and social policy. As a grassroots 
organization, MADD has brought the crimes and tragedy of drunk driving consequences into 
the light, offering hope and encouragement for survivors, victims, and their families while also 
advocating for preventative efforts and positive change. 

 
Editors of American Addiction Centers. “Effectiveness of Mothers Against Drunk Driving: Over the 

years, MADD has worked tirelessly to influence DUI laws, increase public awareness about 
underage drinking and impaired driving.” American Addiction Centers. December 13, 2022. 
https://alcohol.org/teens/mothers-against-drunk-driving/.  

 
Guiding Questions 

 
1. Why is the name “Mothers” Against Drunk driving a powerful title to the organization? 

 
 

2. Why did Candy Lightner found MADD? 
 
 

3. Based on this article, did MADD impact federal policy related to drunk driving? 
 
 

4. According to this article, did legislation alone help change drunk driving?  
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Document C: Glasses 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MrhV3QTkNyw  

 
Guiding Questions: 
 
1. What did it feel like watching this clip? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Why might this public awareness campaign 
have been effective? 
 

 
 
 
Document D: Drunk Driving 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5b69J_bMoYk  

 
Guiding Questions: 
 
3. What did it feel like watching this clip? 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Why might this public awareness campaign 
have been effective? 
 

 
 

5. Was the purpose of MADD’s early advertising campaign to support stricter laws relating 
to drinking and driving or to encourage individuals to make a personal choice to stop 
drinking and driving? What is the difference between these two approaches? 

 
 
 
 
Casskane007. “Best Madd Anti Dui Commercial Ever.” YouTube. YouTube, November 18, 2010. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5b69J_bMoYk.  
Maddcanada. “Glasses - Public Television Campaign.” YouTube. YouTube, November 20, 2007. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MrhV3QTkNyw.   
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Document E: The Case Against 21 
Mothers Against Drunk Driving says on its website that setting the legal drinking age at 

21, rather than 18, has saved “more than 21,000 lives” from alcohol-related traffic fatalities. It 
certainly sounds like a success story. But is it really so simple? 

The former president of Middlebury College says that the picture is in fact far more 
complicated. “It’s just not true,” says John M. McCardell Jr. of MADD’s assertion. “I’m not going 
to claim that legal-age 21 has saved no lives at all, but it’s just one factor among many and it’s 
not anywhere near the most important factor.”As his report reveals, alcohol-related driving 
fatalities have fallen sharply since 1982, when a presidential commission on drunk driving urged 
states to raise their drinking ages to 21. That year, there were 1.64 deaths per 100 million vehicle 
miles of travel; in 2001, there were 0.63 deaths. That’s a drop of 62 percent. 

This is an important achievement. Yet the drinking age probably played only a small role. 
The dramatic increase in seat-belt use almost certainly accounts for most of the improvement. 
The National Highway Transportation Safety Administration says that the proper use of seat 
belts reduces the odds of death for front-seat passengers involved in a car crashes by 45 percent. 
In 1984, when President Reagan linked federal highway funds to the 21-year drinking age, about 
14 percent of motorists used seat belts. By 2004, this figure had shot up to 80 percent. Also 
during this period, life-saving airbags became a standard feature on cars. 

What’s more, alcohol-related fatalities were beginning to decline before the movement 
for a raised drinking age got off the ground, thanks to a cultural shift. “As a society, we’ve 
become a lot more aware of the problem of drunk driving,” says McCardell. “When I was in 
school, nobody used the term ‘designated driver.’” Demographic forces helped out, too: In the 
1980s, following the Baby Boom, the population of young people actually shrank. Fewer young 
drivers means fewer high-risk drivers, and so even if attitudes about seat belts and drunk 
driving hadn’t changed, there almost certainly would have been a reduction in traffic deaths 
anyway. 

McCardell suggests that one effect of raising the drinking age was not to prevent deaths 
but merely to delay them. “The most common age for drinking-related deaths is now 21, 
followed by 22 and 23,” he says. “It seems that the minimum drinking age is as likely to have 
postponed fatalities as to have reduced them.” 
 
Miller, John J. “John J. Miller on Drinking Age on National Review Online.” National Review Online, 

2007. 
https://web.archive.org/web/20070829161232/http://article.nationalreview.com/?q=YzU4NTcwM
TQ4NTBmYzVlNWMzZjgwYTRjYjgyMzllMjg%3D.   

 
 
Guiding Questions 

 
5. Based on this article, did MADD impact federal policy related to drunk driving? 

 
 

6. According to this article, did legislation alone help change drunk driving?  
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Document F: DUI STATISTICS IN THE UNITED STATES 
An arrest for a DUI can cause your insurance to skyrocket by around 71%. Many drivers 

find it impossible to get back on the road after their DUI, simply because the costs become too 
expensive for them to afford. However, drunk driving is on a decline. Between 1991 and 2017, 
the rate of accidents and fatalities has decreased by 50%. [T]he United States… are the third 
worst country when it comes to drunk driving—which obviously isn’t great. In 2015, South 
Africa was ranked number one as the worst country when it comes to drunk driving. With 58% 
of their fatal accidents involving alcohol in some way, they sit high above the second and third 
seats. The second seat goes to Canada, at 34% and the third to the United States at 31%. 
Countries on the lower end of the spectrum include Germany (9%), Russia (9%), India (5%), and 
China (4%). 
 
WHAT HAPPENS IF YOU GET A DUI IN THE UNITED STATES? 

…Some states will allow you to be released when bail is paid, but other states have a one- 
or two-day minimum sentence for people who are arrested for driving under the influence. Your 
circumstances may be different depending on the nature of your accident. If anyone else is 
injured, or even killed, your jail time could be much longer. However, this would normally be 
determined in court… After this, you’ll lose your license for a period of time. After your license 
is restored, you may have to deal with a variety of restrictions, like taking a breathalyzer before 
starting your car. 

You may also have to serve probation, even if you don’t serve jail time. This probation 
will be used to keep someone from repeating an offense. If you were to repeat your offense, you 
may face greater jail time for breaking your probation. 

Before getting your license back, you may have to attend driving school specifically for 
people convicted of DUIs. You’ll then have to pay your fines in order to get your license back. 
Your insurance may also go up because of your new DUI. 
 
WHAT ARE DUI PENALTIES IN OTHER COUNTRIES? 

Let’s look at South Africa, the country with the highest concentration of alcohol accidents 
in the world. In South Africa, it’s illegal to drive with a blood alcohol content greater than .05, a 
little lower than the US’s .08mg/dl. If you’re arrested for drunk driving, you’ll likely be granted 
bail. However, if you’re convicted a second time, you may be sent to prison for up to six years… 
In China, the legal limit for alcohol in the blood while driving is .02mg, much lower than both 
the US and South Africa. They have a zero-tolerance policy for repeat offenders, and may 
suspend your license for a few months even if you’re a first time offender. 
 
DOES THE UNITED STATES HAVE STRICT-ENOUGH DUI LAWS? 

When comparing the United States to other countries, it’s easy to see that many other 
countries have stricter laws than the US, especially when it comes to longer suspension times 
and higher fines. Other countries generally make it harder to get back on the road after a DUI… 
In China, their low tolerance policies seem to be working when it comes to keeping drunk 
drivers off the roads. The United States could experiment with tighter laws and see what 
happens. However, our percentages seem to be going down over the years. 
  
Sand, Rick. “Comparing DUI Statistics of the U.S. vs. Other Countries.” Sand Law North Dakota, 

October 5, 2021. https://www.sandlawnd.com/dui-statistics-of-us-vs-other-countries/.   
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Guiding Questions 
 

1. Based on this article, do laws impact the behavior of drunk drivers? 
 
 

2. According to this article, did legislation alone help change drunk driving?  
 
 
 
Document G: The Company She Keeps 

When Candy Lightner went to work at a consulting firm that represents restaurants that 
serve alcohol, she considered the job compatible with her past as the crusading founder of 
Mothers Against Drunk Driving. But that hasn’t been the media perception. In a sudden wave of 
publicity this month, Lightner has found herself portrayed in news stories and on talk shows as 
having joined the enemy. “MADD Founder Switches Sides” was a typical headline, and 
“lobbyist for the liquor industry” the typical job description when the media discovered 
Lightner’s new position. 

Lightner, who founded MADD in Fair Oaks, Calif., in 1980 when her 13-year-old 
daughter Cari was killed by a drunk driver, says she has not changed sides. “I am a government 
relations consultant on public policy issues, and it’s something I have wanted to do for a long 
time,” she says. Lightner accepted the job in November with Rick Berman, whose Washington, 
D.C.-based Berman and Co.'s clients include the American Beverage Institute, a 4,000-member 
trade organization representing restaurants and other establishments that serve alcohol. 

She will lobby state legislatures to reject laws that lower the legal standard for driving 
under the influence to .08% blood-alcohol level because she agrees with the restaurant industry’s 
position that these are not the dangerous drivers and it is counterproductive to waste law 
enforcement resources on them. Only a few states, including California, have .08% laws. Most 
use .10%. “Lowering the level accomplishes nothing. I think we should target the repeat 
offenders--they are the real danger on our roads,” says Lightner, recalling that the man who 
killed her daughter had a long record of DUI arrests and had just been bailed out on a hit-and-
run drunk-driving charge. 

Berman says Lightner will lobby state legislatures for laws that distinguish among light, 
moderate and heavy drinkers, and adjust the penalties accordingly. “We think that as a person’s 
blood-alcohol level goes up, the penalties should get stiffer,” Berman says. “The restaurant 
industry has never done this before.” “This escalated penalty plan is a new approach in our 
country and I’m very excited about it,” Lightner says. The American Beverage Institute 
maintains that the .08% standard makes criminals of social drinkers and weakens law 
enforcement by stretching it over a wider pool of drivers than is necessary. 

With this position, Lightner breaks ranks with MADD and other organizations in the 
anti-drunk driving movement. MADD’s national president, Rebecca Brown of Tampa, Fla., says 
she doesn’t criticize Lightner, who to the public personifies MADD’s success. The group has 
grown to 3 million members and is credited with toughening laws against drunk driving in 
every state and with reducing alcohol-related deaths on America’s highways. “Candy made a 
great difference in America and we can only be grateful,” Brown says. “The issue here is not 
Candy Lightner. It’s .08 and we are on different sides of that issue. We have a great deal of 
research and evidence that even experienced drivers are impaired at that blood-alcohol level.” 
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California MADD worked on the campaign to lower the state’s blood alcohol level to 
.08%. Michelle Payne at the Sacramento office says the group has received only a few calls about 
Lightner and that all comments on policy come from the national office. 

MADD is lobbying for .08 because its leaders think this is an achievable goal, Brown says. 
“However, we believe that no one should drive after drinking, period.” Lightner says she is 
surprised at the negative reaction to her new post, since much of her progress with MADD was 
made in conjunction with the restaurant industry and she was praised for the results. “We got 
them, in some cases, to eliminate happy hours, and two-for-one drinks, and to initiate 
mandatory server training for bartenders and things like designated drivers and free taxi 
service,” she says. 

After Lightner left MADD in 1985, she wrote a book about grieving, “Giving Sorrow 
Words,” published in 1990. Last year, she turned her attention to Americans Against Crime, a 
citizens’ group aimed at stemming violent crime. “We couldn’t raise the money to keep it 
going,” she says. “It was partly the economy.” 

Lightner, who has two grown children, lives in Alexandria, Va. She says she joined 
Berman’s firm because she wants to continue to make a difference. “I’ve only been doing this for 
2 1/2 months and I’m not discouraged. I believe strongly in what I’m doing and I have no 
problem about the world knowing.” Of her relationship with MADD, she says, the disagreement 
is with the blood-alcohol level and nothing more. “I oppose .08 and I advocate escalated 
penalties. I haven’t switched to the ‘other side.’ The ‘other side’ is being a defense attorney for 
drunk drivers.” 
 
Koenenn, Connie. “The Company She Keeps : Drunk driving: Candy Lightner says she still wants 

reforms. But now that the MADD founder works for restaurants, some wonder whose side she’s 
really on.” Los Angeles Times. January 29, 1994. https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1994-
01-26-vw-15591-story.html.  

 
 

Guiding Questions 
 

1. Based on this article, what is the disagreement over 0.08? 
 
 

2. According to this article, do laws alone help change drunk driving?  
 
 
	  



Jacob Flynn 
Dr. Barbara Tischler 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

	
	
	 10 

Overall, what factors led to a decline in drunk driving deaths in the 1980s? What factors do you 
think were most important and which ones were present but less important?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


