Background

Drunk Driving and the College Student

When Hingson et al (2002) estimated that over 1400 college
students die each year in alcohol related incidents, they
acknowledged that the vast majority of these fatalities stemmed
from vehicle crashes. Drunk driving by college students represents
the most life-threatening risk associated with college binge drinking.
Few programs developed to prevent student DUIs have proven
effective. High profile enforcement activities show some promise
(e.g., Clapp et al 2004), but are both expensive, and tend to be
geographically limited. Education programs have generally failed
to be demonstrated effective (see NIAAA task force report).
Behavioral alternative programs such as safe-ride programs have
largely been left unevaluated. Safe-Ride programs offer patrons
a free ride home from a drinking locale. Thus, these programs
offer potentially drunk drivers a direct alternative to driving home
Impaired. Safe-Ride programs also offer passengers of potentially
Impaired drivers an alternative to riding with an intoxicated driver.

While on the surface such programs appear to be prima fascia
effective, the reality may be quite different. It is unclear for instance,
whether such programs cater to those who would have actually
driven drunk, or would have instead refrained from drinking in order
to avoid a DUI. Thus, programs such as these have been questioned
on the grounds that they may encourage consumption excess by
removing the burden of driving from at least one member of a
drinking group. It remains an empirical question whether the
provision of a safe ride increases consumption and/or prevents
actual DUIs. Indeed, there have been so few investigations into
safe-ride programs, that virtually nothing has been documented
about them, especially within the college population.

SDSU Safe-Ride

During the spring 2001 semester, the San Diego State
University Associated Students began to pilot a Safe Ride program
offering a free one-way ride home to students late at night on
weekends. Vans were initially contracted through a shuttle service
operator to transport groups of students. While the program
appeared to offer an attractive alternative to drunk driving, student
utilization was poor. This led to an assessment of the impediments
to more expansive utilization.

Two main types of interacting impediments were posited:
psychological and procedural. Procedural impediments included
(1) the requirement to pre-register for the ride, (2) the requirement
that all members of the riding party be pre-registered with Safe-
Ride, (3) the use of a van service increasing wait times, and (4)
restricted hours of operation. Psychological impediments include
(1) a desire to retain group cohesion over splitting so pre-registered
members could use the service, (2) failure to remember to use
service, (3) desire to avoid leaving a vehicle at pickup location, (4)
Impatience for ride, (5) impaired reasoning at point of safe-ride call,
and (6) low general awareness of the program’s existence or
features.

The weak utilization of the Safe-Ride program offered an
opportunity to study efforts to enhance its use, and at the same
time, better understand how a safe-ride program may impact the
general problem of college student drunk driving.

Program Modifications

Documented utilization rates are not available for the first full
academic year of 2001 to 2002. However, during program-year 2
(academic year 2002 to 2003) clear documentation of the dismal
utilization were apparent with only 1500 students pre-registering
for the service and 83 van rides provided to over 350 total students.
By fall 2003, responding to student feedback, Associated Students
expanded hours of service as well as geographical area served,
plus contracted with a taxi service to expedite service to individuals
and small groups. All students had to do to be eligible for this ‘free’
Safe Ride home was to register with the Associated Students office
to receive a card that would be used for verification of active student
status and for taxi cab billing Associated Students for services
rendered. To increase utilization further, a number of new advertising
approaches took place. Between the procedural changes and
expanded social marketing efforts, utilization increased substantially.
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Methods

Telephone Survey

Two telephone surveys, one in fall 2003 and another during
spring semester 2004 were conducted. Both surveys contained
iIdentical questions and skip patterns. The fall 2003 took place
between November 7 and December 15, 2003 with 404 randomly
selected undergraduate studen participants questioned about their
opinions regarding student drinking behaviors; their own drinking
behaviors; and knowledge of and utilization of the Safe Ride
program. The subset of undergraduate SDSU students 18-24 years
old resulted in a sample size of 334. Demographic characteristics
of this subset included: 39.8% male and 60.2% female; 45.8%
were ages 18 — 20 years old and the remaining 54.2% were 21 —
24 years old; 96.1% were full-time students; and 6.6% were
members of a fraternity or sorority.

The spring 2004 survey questioned 400 randomly selected
undergraduate students. Surveys were conducted between April
13 and April 24, 2004. The subset of students 18 to 24 years old
resulted in a sample size of 321. Demographic characteristics
Included: 42.4% male and 57.6% female; 44.5% were ages 18 —
20 years old and the remaining 55.5% were 21 — 24 years old,;
91.9% were full-time students; and 8.7% were members of a
fraternity or sorority.
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Ride-Along Survey

A trained surveyor rode along on the Safe Ride and
administered measures while in the taxi. After completing a paper
guestionnaire, students’ blood alcohol concentration (BAC) levels
were measured using a calibrated breathalyzer instrument. Results
from the BAC measure were coded and unavailable until retrieved
the next day.

The ride-along breath test survey was conducted from October
2003 to March 2004. A total of 90 students (from 42 separate
rides) who were riding in a Safe Ride taxi home from an evening
occasion that may have included alcohol consumption were
surveyed. Findings reported are for a subset (n=87) of this sample
that includes only those students between the ages of 18 to 24
years old.

This survey was very labor intensive. A surveyor waited at
a predetermined location. When a request for a “Safe Ride” came
In, the dispatched taxi driver picked up the surveyor then proceeded
on to pick up the student(s). While riding along in the taxi, the
surveyor explained the research survey to the student(s) and
provided/explained the informed consent document. Upon consent,
students(s) completed the survey that was followed by a breathalyzer
measure.
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Results
Telephone Surveys

During the fall 2003 survey, 62.6% of students acknowledged
they rode in or drove a car to an occasion where alcohol was being
consumed and 53.3% reported riding in or driving a car home.
19.8% of sampled students reported they had driven under the
Influence during the past year. The second telephone survey
conducted in the Spring 2004 semester yielded comparable results.

Questions and answers targeting knowledge, attitudes, and
personal utilization of the Safe Ride program are reported in the
Table below. If the student had not heard of the program, the
surveyor skipped the remaining questions in the series.

Table 1. Safe-Ride Telephone Survey Results

Fall 2003 Spring 2004

N Response N Response

Ever heard of Safe Ride? 334 56.6% Yes 321 59.8% Yes
Safe Rides is a good alternative to drinking and driving drunk. 189 97.9% Agreed | 192 99.0% Agreed

I would drink more if | knew | was getting a Safe Ride home. 189 25.9% Agreed | 192 26.1% Agreed

Number of times used Safe Ride (Safe Ride registered only) 21 19% >=1time | 29 44.8% >=1
Any of the following ever prevent you from using Safe Ride 21 21
People you were with weren’t registered. 42.9% Yes 48.3% Yes
Didn’t want to leave your car. 19.0% Yes 17.2% Yes
Didn’t want to wait for ride. 9.5% Yes 24.1% Yes

Ride-Along Survey

Results of many of the survey items are listed below. Figure
1 depicts the BACs and reported drinks of surveyed patrons.
Students were asked if anyone in their group did NOT join in the
Safe Ride home. 42.7% responded that group members did not
join them in the Safe Ride.

« 95.1% had planned to drink prior to the occasion
prompting the safe-ride.

o« 72.3% had planned to use “ Safe Ride” BEFORE going
out to drink.

o 75.9% reported the reason for using Safe Ride as “Drank
too much to drive.”

o 49.4% reported some likelihood to drive drunk if “Safe
Ride” had not been available.

e 72.6% had a Blood Alcohol Concentration (BAC) [0.08
e Mean BAC =.110; Range .000 - .263

<21: Mean BAC=.071; 22% @ .000
>=21: Mean BAC=.125; 2% @ .000
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Utilization Analysis

A number of new advertising approaches were used to increase
utilization of the Safe-Ride program. Also, procedural changes in
the operation of the program were made. Specifically, students
were given a card to be used for taxi rides instead of the previously
used shared-van service.

The combination of increased awareness campaigns and
changes in safe-ride procedures seemed to have substantially
Increased utilization (see Table 2). Note that final tallies are
estimates from Associated Student files. The 2003-2004 registration
data are through the end of April, while the ride tallies are through
May 16. Also, the contracted taxi service for 2003-2004 does not
record the number of passengers per ride; therefore we have
estimated the number of passengers per ride as 2.1, which is based
upon results from our ride-along survey.

Note that these utilization patterns closely match those that
would have been predicted from our telephone survey. The
telephone survey found that approximately 5 to 7% (21 cases out
of 404; 29 cases out of 400) of the students had registered (with
a 95% confidence interval margin of error of about £3% assuming
P=.10). The actual number of registrants as of April 30th was about
5.5% of the SDSU student population.

Table 2. Safe-Ride Utilization

Year Safe-Ride Registered Students Rides Riders

2002-2003 1,500 83 350+

2003-2004 1,887 3,670 7,707

Conclusions

We saw a dramatic increase in program awareness and
utilization. What is most striking is that those registered for the
program were far more likely to use the service. What is also clear
IS that those using the service have typically been drinking substantial
amounts of alcohol. However, we cannot be certain that these
students would not have changed their drinking behavior had a
safe-ride not been available. Nor can we conclude that drinking
was not somehow facilitated by the provision of the safe ride.

Only 5% of the students even go as far as registering for the
program, despite the fact the program is favorably regarded by
students. Additionally, even after a substantial increase in utilization,
more than half of those who register never used the service means
that more work could be done to enhance utilization. It is possible
that an analysis of previous-year telephone survey data will help
us understand how the provision of safe-rides affects student
drinking and student drunk driving behavior. However, such
correlation studies will remain suspect. What remains imperative
IS the development of experimental manipulations that will affect
safe-ride usage so that the direct effects of such programs can be
properly assessed. The research presented here perhaps helps
to justify the need for such studies.
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