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By Lau r i e Dav i e s,  
Fr e e l a n c e Jo u r n a l i s t

Twenty-five years ago, a heartbroken mother made a pledge in her 

deceased daughter’s bedroom. She would do something about the 

outrage of drunk driving—a decision that quickly inspired a hand-

ful of grieving, determined mothers to join in the fight.  n  Though united 

in cause, they had no office, no money and no clout. In fact, all they had 

was sorrow, pluck and a picture of a pretty, 13-year-old girl killed by a 

drunk driver. Yet they initiated one of the great grassroots successes in 

American history.  n  They were as their name suggests: MADD. As their 

fledgling organization grew, they stood toe to toe with politicians who knew 

the stats but did not act. They took on a powerful industry that put profit 

over safety. They challenged a society that viewed drinking and driving as 

acceptable—even laughable.  n  And they caused a visceral reaction.  n  The 

getting there wasn’t easy. It was tough. It was messy. And it was fraught 

with obstacles. Yet MADD proved, time and time again, that it would not 

be bullied or derailed.  n  In fact, MADD blazed a trail that other organi-

zations have since followed. They made hard, cold statistics come to life. 

They did not just say that drunk driving killed thousands and injured 

millions. They held up photographs—and described every nuance of their 

loved ones’ lives—to prove it.  n  As a result, a mountain of traffic safety 

and victims’ rights legislation has been passed. Annual alcohol-related traf-

fic fatalities have dropped from an estimated 30,000 in 1980 to fewer than 

17,000 today. And, perhaps most important, society no longer views drunk 

driving as acceptable.  n  Looking back over 25 years, it’s an amazing story. A 

grieving mother’s determination sparked a volunteer movement that swept 

the nation and has saved hundreds of thousands of lives.

H ere    is   the    story      of   ho  w .

25Years of Saving Lives
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(Left) Candy Lightner, Rep. Robert Matsui (D-CA), Cindy and 
Laura Lamb, Sen. Claiborne Pell (D-RI) and Rep. Michael 
Barnes (D-MD) at MADD’s first press conference held Oct. 
1, 1980. (Top) First Lady Nancy Reagan at a 1987 National 
Commission Against Drunk Driving event. (Right) MADD 
activists from the early years.

Then-Secretary of Transportation Elizabeth Dole, Candy 
Lightner, Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-NJ) and other dignitaries 
look on as President Ronald Reagan signs the Uniform  
Drinking Age Act into law on July 17, 1984.

Hill. It was a seismic shift that cata-
pulted the heartbroken moms into a 
debate-driving, law-changing force  
to be reckoned with.

“You could literally feel things 
change at that moment,” says Hurley, 
who was then working for the 
National Safety Council. “On that 
day, public tolerance of drunk 
driving changed forever.”

Starting a Wildfire
The mothers had struck a chord. 

Victims of drunk driving and volun-
teers who simply cared deeply about 
the cause began to join forces. 

“We were in every newspaper 
and on every television station  
in the country. Housewives were  
all of a sudden banding together  
with the idea to change legislation,” 
LeBrun-Green says.

Micky Sadoff was one of those 
housewives. In 1982, recovering from 
a head-on alcohol-related crash that 
injured her and severely injured her 
husband, Sadoff read a Time maga-
zine article about MADD. It spurred 
her to start a Milwaukee chapter.

“Eighty people showed up at the 
first meeting,” says Sadoff, who later 
served as MADD’s national president 
from 1989 to 1991. “I sat there and 
said, ‘What do I do now with all these 
people who want to volunteer?’ So, we 
started to go to court with families to 
monitor drunk driving cases.”

The same story unfolded nation-
wide. “MADD was sprouting up in 
communities all over the country. It 
wasn’t top-down growth. It was a 
bunch of small fires that started a 
wildfire,” she says.

Fuel for that fire came from the 
same source then as it does today. 
Impassioned volunteers helped each 
other mourn. They helped each other 
navigate the criminal justice system. 
And they worked tirelessly to spare 
others the pain many of them had 
endured. MADD’s lifesaving mission 
often became a lifelong devotion.

The Early Days
Sue LeBrun-Green remembers the 

May 1980 day well. Authorities called 
her real estate office searching for her 
friend and colleague Candy Lightner. 
The news was tragic. A hit-and-run 
driver had struck Candy’s 13-year-old 
daughter Cari while she was walking 
to a church carnival.

Knocked out of her shoes, Cari 
landed 125 feet away. She died never 
knowing what hit her. The hit-and-run 
driver was turned in by his wife, who 
was suspicious at his efforts to hide 
their badly damaged car.

“A couple of days later Candy 
called and said, ‘Sue, we just found out 
the driver was drunk. Take me over to 
the DMV. I want to pull his records.’” 
There, the friends hit a brick wall. 

“We were told we couldn’t just 
walk in and pull someone’s driving 
record. Candy said, ‘This man killed 
my daughter.’ And they said, ‘It’s not 
the DMV’s fault.’ They told us we 
should be talking to judges. Judges’ 
offices referred us to state agencies. 
Little by little, people were sending us 
all over the place. We were actually 
laying the foundation for MADD,” 
LeBrun-Green says.

The duo quickly learned what 
traffic-safety advocates already  

knew. Drunk driving was not on 
society’s radar.

“Before the 1980s, drinking and 
driving was how people got home. It 
was normal behavior,” says MADD 
chief executive officer and longtime 
traffic safety advocate Chuck Hurley. 
Yet tens of thousands were dying  
and no one but law enforcement and  
a smattering of researchers and 
government agencies seemed to care.

“I was working hard on this issue, 
just like a lot of us bureaucrats,” says 
Marilyn Sabin, who was then alcohol 
coordinator for the California Office  
of Traffic Safety. Yet she watched DUI 
bill after DUI bill fail in her state.

The feds met a similar fate.
“Congress had put $35 million  

into Alcohol Safety Action Programs 
around the country, but nothing was 
happening. Judges were treating it 
with a wink and a nod,” says Jim Fell, 
MADD national board member who 
then worked for the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA). 
“Alcohol was involved in nearly 60 
percent of fatal crashes and we were 
banging our heads against the wall. 
Then, all of a sudden, a woman named 
Candy Lightner came along, kicking 
and screaming about her daughter 
who had been killed.”

A Seismic Shift
MADD set up an office—in Cari 

Lightner’s still-decorated bedroom—

and got to work. LeBrun-Green says 
the early days were hectic. “We gath-
ered information, found other victims 
through classified ads, mailed news-
letters and tried to answer one ques-
tion for ourselves and other victims: 
‘How do I not get the runaround from 
the system?’”

Sabin remembers the first time 
she heard from the pair. “Candy and 
Sue came in to find out about the pol-
itics and laws in California. As soon 
as I met them and saw their passion, 
I knew MADD was a keeper.”

In fact, the organization exploded. 
Victims called faster than they  
could keep up. Speaking engagements 
and media requests flooded in. And, 
politicians returned calls. 

By September, MADD, or Mothers 
Against Drunk Drivers as it was 
originally called, was incorporated. 
Donations started trickling in—often 
in $5 and $10 amounts from victims 
and concerned citizens. The organiza-
tion was banging loudly on Gov. Jerry 
Brown’s door to create a drunk 
driving task force. And West Coast 
met East Coast when Cindy Lamb, 
whose 5-month-old daughter,  
Laura, became the nation’s youngest 
paraplegic as the result of a drunk 
driving crash, started a Maryland 
chapter of MADD.

Then, on Oct. 1, 1980, Lightner 
and Lamb riveted the nation during a 
national press conference on Capitol 

“It’s pretty humbling to see the 
long hours that are dedicated to 
MADD,” says Kyle Ward, MADD’s 
deputy executive director/director of 
field operations. “I’ve been at MADD 
for 16 years and I am still in awe of 
how much our volunteers give—often 
for complete strangers.”

MADD volunteers also distin-
guished themselves with the very 
public way they took their emotion 
and passion into courtrooms and in 
front of cameras.

“Never before had people expressed 
their grief in public—this was before 
Oprah and Dr. Phil. It was ground-
breaking what MADD did,” Sabin 
says. “They did not stop putting a  
face to the statistics. As a result, in 
California I watched DUI legislation 
sail through committees—committees 
that had voted the same legislation 
down before MADD had come along.”

NHTSA also realized MADD was 
becoming a major player.

“We saw that MADD was really 
getting the public’s attention,” Fell 
says. “With our research bolstering 
their cause, we realized they had the 
emotional appeal we were lacking.”

Mounting Success
Meanwhile, MADD’s numbers, 

legislative successes and 
funding sources grew.

By the end of  
1980, there were 11 
MADD chapters in 
California, with six  
more being formed. 

By 1982, MADD  
was 100 chapters strong 
and President Ronald 
Reagan announced the 
Presidential Commission 
on Drunk Driving and 
invited MADD to parti
cipate. Also that year, 
Congress passed a federal 
bill awarding highway 
funds to states with anti-
drunk driving efforts. 

“All of a sudden, legislators realized 
they were standing in front of a tidal 
wave,” says Dean Wilkerson, who 
served as MADD’s executive director 
from 1993 to 2004. “They started 
passing laws right and left.”

By 1982, new anti-drunk driving 
laws had been introduced in 35 states 
and passed in 24. By 1983, 129 new 
anti-drunk driving laws had passed.

With the organization’s growth 
and increasing efforts came the  
need for more funds. The first signi
ficant financial supporter of MADD 
was an officer of Preferred Risk 
Insurance Company named Bob 
Plunk, whose in-laws had been killed 
by a drunk driver. Preferred Risk 
later became GuideOne Insurance, 
which made large donations to 
MADD in the late 1990s.

In 1981, funding increased sub
stantially when the Leavey Foundation 
gave MADD $100,000. Mr. Leavey, 
one of the founders of Farmers 
Insurance, had had a daughter killed 
by a drunk driver. The Leavey 
Foundation would ultimately give 
MADD $1.3 million in its early years.

Also in 1981, NHTSA awarded 
MADD a $60,000 grant to help start 
new chapters.






