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Fatal DUIs in the U.S.

In the United States, driving while under the influence of alcohol is responsible for one 

death every 52 minutes. These deaths occur despite a heightened awareness of the 

risks and consequences associated with driving while intoxicated. In recent decades, 

organizations such as the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) and 

Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) have campaigned to bring awareness to the 

problem, with hopes of reducing the number of occurrences. These efforts provide a 

wealth of statistical information on all facets of these accidents, which we analyzed to 

find out more about the anatomy of fatal DUIs.

Where are fatal DUIs happening most often?

The data show a total of 94,550 accidents involving both a DUI and a death nationwide 

since 2004. Many of these accidents occur on the interstates and highways running 

through the most rural areas of the country. These major roadways are less numerous 

than local street or county roads and often run through much less populated areas. Yet 

despite rural roads being less populated, an NHTSA study shows that crashes in rural 

areas account for 54% of the associated fatalities.
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Fatal Drunk Driving Accidents by Road Type
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Fatal accidents involved at least one driver with a BAC over 0.08.

Source: NHSTA's Fatality Analysis Reporting System

In the U.S., From 2004-2013

http://www-nrd.nhtsa.dot.gov/Pubs/812102.pdf
http://www-nrd.nhtsa.dot.gov/Pubs/812181.pdf
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The most dangerous stretches of highways can be found running through the Western 

United States, from Montana and down through New Mexico. Some of the accidents can 

be attributed to the higher speed limits and long distances associated with the open 

roads of these areas.

The numbers for these rural highways also skew higher because rural drivers are both 

more likely to keep driving under the influence despite prior DUI convictions and be 

under the compounding effects of drugs and alcohol. Other challenges include poor 

lighting conditions, unfamiliar roads for travelers who are passing through, and more 

variable terrain.

Interstates With the Most Deaths per 100k Residents
Deaths Related to Drunk Driving Accidents in the U.S., From 2004–2013

Deaths caused by drunk driving accidents involved at least one driver with a BAC over 0.08.

Source: NHSTA's Fatality Analysis Reporting System
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Rural areas of Montana, Wyoming, New Mexico, and South Dakota rank at the top of 

the per capita fatality list, and they are home to many of the most deadly stretches of 

interstate in the country. Fatal crashes are several times more likely to occur along the 

major roadways in these states than in any other place. Although Montana’s Interstate 90 

is the single most dangerous road in this regard, Wyoming appears in the top 10 three 

times, making it the most dangerous state.

Why not get a designated driver?

One study on public transit in the District of Columbia showed a 7% reduction in alcohol-

impaired driving arrests for every hour later the public transit operated, and a total 

reduction of DUI arrests of 44% overall. Unfortunately, for the worst offending states on 

our list, there is a general lack of public transportation – specifically to shuttle people to 

and from local bars. This was supported by a search for local drinking establishments 

in the states atop this list that revealed a lack of public transit options nearby. In areas 

where such transit is available, the operating hours are generally limited late at night, and 

such transit is generally aimed at the senior and disabled communities.

Fatal DUIs in the U.S.      Avvo

http://ist-socrates.berkeley.edu/%7Eraphael/IGERT/Workshop/One%20for%20the%20Road%20April.pdf
http://catcbus.com
http://www.mdt.mt.gov/travinfo/public_trans.shtml


5 of 12

Source: NHSTA's Fatality Analysis Reporting System
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The lack of public transportation makes sense when looking at the costs: It’s not 

economical to provide off-hour transit in all but the most densely populated areas. 

What about ridesharing services such as Uber and Lyft? They do exist in some of the 

larger metropolitan areas in certain Midwestern states; however, the availability does 

not spread to the rural areas. Neither company currently operates in Montana, although 

recent changes in legislation have opened the door for ridesharing in the state. Overall, 

however, the options are extremely limited to nonexistent for those living in the most 

rural parts of these states. This means that most people who go out to drink in rural areas 

will either have to drive home or spring for expensive cab fare.

Only the young adults are involved in fatal DUIs, right?

Studies also show that binge drinking peaks in a person’s early 20s, following much the 

same curve as fatal accidents. Likewise, adolescents in rural areas are at a higher risk of 

binge drinking as well as driving under the influence.
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https://www.uber.com/cities/grand-rapids
http://newsroom.uber.com/montana/2015/05/thank-you-montana-3/
http://pubs.niaaa.nih.gov/publications/AA73/AA73.htm
http://muskie.usm.maine.edu/Publications/WP48_Adolescent-Alcohol-Use-Rural-Urban.pdf
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Average Age of Driver
Involved in Fatal Drunk Driving Accidents
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Fatal accidents involved at least one driver with a BAC over 0.08.

37.1932.76

Source: NHSTA's Fatality Analysis Reporting System
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Because of the higher rates of accidents among young, rural drivers, it’s not surprising to 

see South Dakota and Wyoming on that list. You’ll have to go down at least 16 places in 

the most dangerous roads list before you find any mention of the states with the oldest 

drivers.
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Breakdown of Fatal Drunk Driving Accidents
by BAC Level and Age

In the U.S., From 2004–2013

Fatal accidents involved at least one driver with a BAC over 0.08.
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Understanding the impact of age on DUI fatalities is a bit more complex than simply 

blaming the young and inexperienced. The statistics show that the average age of the 

driver in a majority of these accidents is between 34 and 36 years old. At the highest 

level of intoxication, the average age rises to just under 41 years.
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Age Grou p

Fatal Drunk Driving Accidents by Age Group

Source: NHSTA's Fatality Analysis Reporting System

In the U.S., From 2004–2013

Fatal accidents involved at least one driver with a BAC over 0.08.
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Average age, however, is skewed by the much higher upper limit of driver age. A 

few very old drivers is enough to push the average age well above what we know 

to be the most common age for fatal DUI accidents. So while there are numerous 

accidents involving middle aged and older drivers, young drivers are responsible for a 

disproportionately large amount of these wrecks. From 2004 to 2013, the 20–24-year-old 

age group was involved in 21% of all accidents despite representing just over 8% of all 

licensed drivers.
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Average BAC of all Roads: .19

Average BAC Levels of Drivers Involved in Drunk Driving Accidents in the U.S., From 2004–2013

Fatal accidents involved at least one driver with a BAC over 0.08.

BAC Levels on Roads With at Least 20 Fatal Accidents

Source: NHSTA's Fatality Analysis Reporting System
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How many drinks do I need to consume to be considered a drunk driver?

Drivers involved in a fatal drunk driving accident are usually at least double the .08 

BAC limit, regardless of their geographic location or age. When we looked at the roads 

with the most accidents, the number jumps to between .21 and .24. These numbers are 

extremely high, given a person with a BAC higher than .20 will need assistance walking, 

experience total mental confusion, and may possibly blackout.
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Although these BAC levels are very high, this level of intoxication can still happen quickly, 

even in a matter of a few drinks.

A standard drink serving is defined by alcohol content and serving size. For beer, this 

equals 12 ounces at 5% ABV (alcohol by volume); wine is 5 ounces at 12% ABV; and for 

spirits it’s 1.5 ounces at 40% ABV. These numbers may not reflect real-world scenarios, 

however. For example, craft beers with an ABV of 9% can put someone over the legal 

limit in as few as two servings. Consuming 4 pints of 9% ABV beer and a single shot of 

spirits within a three-hour period can propel a 160-pound person to a .20-plus BAC.

A Standard Drink

about 40%
alcohol

about 12%
alcohol

about 7%
alcoholabout 5%

alcohol

Please don’t drink and drive

Based on the research, we can narrow down the highest risk group to younger, less 

experienced drivers (20–24 years old) in rural areas without access to reliable and 

affordable public transportation. While this group may be at the highest risk, fatal DUIs 

occur across all demographics, with a broad range of BAC levels. If you’re planning 

an evening where alcohol consumption is involved, arrange alternative modes of 

transportation home such as a designated driver, taxi, ridesharing service, bus, or 

subway. Please don’t drink and drive.
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Methodology

We used the FARS (Fatality Analysis Reporting System) from the NHTSA to find every 

accident between 2004 and 2013 where the driver had a BAC percentage above .08.

Crashes where fatalities were involved were extracted from the list, which was then 

separated into road type and location categories. Per capita data is represented by 

deaths per 100k residents of each state.
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