Ignition Interlock must transcend research into practice through policy and communications
Jim Gogek

PIRE Public Health Communications Director

Gogek@cox.net

(619) 251-4675

When I first read the research about Ignition Interlock, I was very surprised that the penetration of this intervention in the criminal justice system was so low. After all, the findings were quite compelling. According to various research, use of Ignition Interlock by DUI offenders resulted in recidivism reductions of 40 to 95 percent. Many public policies are built on much less data.

The problem with Ignition Interlock, I believe, is that the public simply isn’t comfortable with it. It bruises feelings about civil liberties because the car is a potent symbol of individuality. Demands by government that you must breathe into a tube before starting your car is seen as intrusive, a Big Brother-type threat. While Americans don’t seem to mind canceling the rights of convicted felons, DUI still is not universally seen as a violent crime, so DUI offenders often aren’t seen as bad guys deserving of a civil rights waiver.  
People may be uncomfortable and unfamiliar Ignition Interlock (I doubt many people have ever seen one), but that can change with concerted communications and policy efforts. Remember that the public once was uncomfortable with seatbelts. Skepticism abounded when seatbelts first came into use. I remember complaints in the 1960s that if you were wearing a seatbelt and your car crashed into a lake, you would drown. Never mind that cars crashing into lakes were extremely rare, people actually used that argument to not wear seatbelts. But over the years, as communications and policy changes made wearing seatbelts normal, those arguments against usage disappeared. The same thing can happen with Ignition Interlock. 
Unfortunately, communications and policy development on Ignition Interlock are still in their infancy. There’s plenty of research on the efficacy of Ignition Interlock, but research isn’t enough. Policy, advocacy and communications must become the focus along with research. Policy development backed by strategic media campaigns is necessary to increase the use of Ignition Interlock and thereby saves lives and reduces injuries.
Plenty of opportunities exist for good media stories. The spread of Ignition Interlock and other technological interventions is a great story. Positive outcomes from research also should be touted in the media, and research should be aligned with policy development on state and federal levels. Other media opportunities include editorial boards and op-eds, honoring public officials who support DUI interventions, visual demonstrations of Ignition Interlock for television news, debating critics on talk shows and finding feature story opportunities about DUI offenders living with Ignition Interlock.
But researchers can’t do this communications and policy work because of standards of objectivity. A policy, advocacy and communications infrastructure is needed, and right now, it doesn’t exist. This infrastructure is needed in key states and on the federal level. Advocates and policy operatives must be identified and trained in key states and in Washington, D.C. A portable communications strategy must be developed. A single, web-based central information center is desperately needed.
The current Interlock Ignition interest groups – researchers, law enforcement, and the production and installation industry – are not sufficient to carry out the policy, advocacy and communications work. A nonprofit alcohol technology trade group could help develop and fund the work currently necessary to expand the use of Ignition Interlock. Without such a trade group, advocacy will only be done on an episodic basis and increase in Ignition Interlock use will be slow at best. Researchers will continue publishing papers on the proper use and efficacy of this technology – and will continue presenting that data at conferences – but the life-saving promise of Ignition Interlock will never be realized. The Ignition Interlock effort needs to transcend from research to practice through advocacy, policy development and communications. A trade group, or other similar form of steady funding and structure, is necessary to achieve the potential of Ignition Interlock. 
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