
 

 

 
 

 

O 
n November 30th, 2016, President Obama 

declared December as National Impaired 

Driving Prevention Month. As the procla-

mation noted, “Driving drunk, drugged, or distract-

ed poses a significant threat to drivers, passengers, 

pedestrians, and all who share our roads.”1  Over the 

past thirty years or so, impaired driving fatalities 

have fallen roughly by half, from over 21,000 in 

2012 to around 10,000 in 2016.2 However, 2015 saw 

an increase of 3.2 percent in these fatalities over the 

prior year,3 which demonstrates a continued need to 

address this health and safety 

issue.  

The longstanding problem of 

driving under the influence of 

alcohol is complicated by new 

trends in impaired driving. 

While rates of drunk driving 

have been decreasing over the 

past thirty years, the percent-

age of drivers testing positive 

for illicit drugs has been in-

creasing.4 In 2013, a reported 10 million people 

drove while under the influence of drugs.5 And the 

National Highway Transportation Safety Admin-

istration (NTSA) reported in a recent study that 

drivers tested positive for drugs other than alcohol 

(legal and illegal) in 16% of motor vehicle crashes.6  

Law enforcement has been a key partner in reducing 

impaired driving crashes.  In 2015, approximately 

1.1 million people in the United States were arrested 

as a result of driving while under the influence.7  

However, research looking at rates of reconviction 

show that over a 10 year period, about one in three 

people convicted of driving under the influence will 

reoffend.8 For those who are addicted to drugs or 

alcohol, incorporating treatment into justice system 

responses to DWI offending can reduce impaired 

driving.9   

DWI Courts 

DWI courts are an important step towards reducing 

the financial and human costs of impaired driving. 

Modeled after the successful drug court concept, 

DWI courts work to reduce recidivism through 

treatment while under the supervision of the court. 

The target population for DWI courts follows spe-

cific criteria, but primarily includes those with re-

peat offenses and serious substance use disorders.10  

Like other problem solving 

courts, DWI courts both hold 

participants accountable and 

offer them the services neces-

sary to deter future offending. 

These courts promote sobriety 

and law-abiding behavior by 

utilizing intensive treatment, 

individualized sanctions and 

rewards, and close judicial 

supervision.11 

While DWI courts closely 

follow the drug court structure, they also incorpo-

rate elements uniquely suited to addressing DWI 

offenses. Central to this approach is the identifica-

tion of high risk individuals with DWI offenses, as 

well as a focus on resolving transportation issues.  

As license revocation affects almost every individu-

al with a DWI offense, DWI courts have taken into 

consideration how to prevent their participants from 

driving without licenses. DWI courts usually ad-

dress this issue by emphasizing the sanctions in-

volved in driving without a license (which assists 

participants in accepting responsibility for their ac-

tions), as well as by supporting participants in ob-

taining lawful means of transportation.12  
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Effectiveness of DWI Courts 

Recent studies suggest that DWI courts have results 

comparable to that of other problem solving courts,13 

and that, when conducted according to best practices, 

they can be a more effective approach to reducing 

DWIs than traditional courts. An evaluation of three 

DWI courts in Georgia found that those who graduat-

ed from DWI courts were 65% less likely to recidi-

vate than comparison groups, and that the courts 

saved money.14 An evaluation of DWI courts in three 

Michigan counties found that participants had signif-

icantly fewer re-arrests than comparison group of-

fenders.15  

Conclusion 

Although drunk driving fatalities have decreased dra-

matically in the past few decades, impaired drivers 

still pose a significant threat to public safety. By ad-

dressing addiction while still holding individuals ac-

countable, DWI courts show promising results, and 

are quickly becoming a valued tool in reducing im-

paired driving.  
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