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Introduction

The National Highway Traf�c Safety Administration (NHTSA) reports that in 2005, 7,460 drivers 
ages 15 to 20 were involved in fatal crashes.  This number is a 7 percent 
decrease from the 7,979 drivers in that age group involved in fatal crashes 
in 1995.  The decrease in the number of teenagers involved in fatal crashes 
shows a promising trend, but teens still are over-represented in fatal crashes 
compared to the population as a whole. Although young drivers make up 
only about 10 percent of the total population in the United States, 12.6 
percent (7,460) of all the drivers involved in fatal crashes (59,104) were 
young drivers ages 15 to 20.    In response to these numbers, teen driving safety is a critical issue for 
state lawmakers, and legislation related to teen driving has been introduced and passed in many.      

Federal Action

Federal agencies such as the National Highway Traf�c Safety Administration (NHTSA) and the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and have recognized teen driving as a safety issue 
and are working with researchers and state governments to educate the public about teen driving 
and implementing programs designed to reduce fatalities. 

In 2006, the CDC, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and NHTSA co-funded a scoping study 
by the National Research Council and the Institute of Medicine that examined behavioral, cognitive, 
social and biological factors in adolescent development.  The study aimed at providing insight into 
and developing strategies to reduce motor vehicle crashes among teenagers. 
 
Inexperience, hormones and cognitive functions combine to create unique risk factors for teen driv-
ers.  First, newly licensed drivers’ lack of experience can be a signi�cant cause of traf�c accidents.  
Ineffective visual searches (scanning for hazards), speed adjustment, and attention were implicated 
as causes of newly licensed driver crashes by researchers in this study.   Second, at the onset of pu-
berty, changes in the endocrine system can affect drivers’ motivation, moods and emotions.  Puberty 
is associated with increased risk-taking, novelty-seeking, sensation seeking and increased focus on 
social status.  Cognitive development, however, occurs on an unrelated path that is not complete 
until the early 20s.  Thus, the capacity for planning, logical reasoning and understanding long-term 
behavioral consequences are far from fully developed at age 16.   The increased emotional develop-
ment, coupled with the slower and steadier cognitive development in teens, could cause risky driving 
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behavior resulting in crashes.  Another part of the study showed adolescent and adult brains differ 
in their capacity to manage multiple tasks at once, meaning extra passengers, music and cellular 
phones pose additional risks to teen drivers.  

The extensive research and studies conducted by federal agencies and others has made it possible 
for state lawmakers to learn about teen driving issues and create workable state policies.  

State Action

In 2006, at least 20 states considered legislation relating to teen drivers.   Most of the states considered 
changes and improvements to their  graduated driver’s licensing systems.  Several states addressed 
the issue of teens driving while talking on cell phones.  

Graduated Driver's Licenses (GDL)

Graduated driver’s licensing systems implemented in the states have been proven effective in reduc-
ing the number of teen traf�c fatalities and crashes. 

Researchers in North Carolina concluded in the early 1970s that young drivers, especially those driv-
ing at night, were overrepresented in the state’s crash fatalities.  From that research, the �rst concepts 
of graduated driver’s licenses (GDL) were constructed, although graduated driver’s licenses were 
�rst described in a model system developed by the National Highway Traf�c Safety Administration 
(NHTSA) in 1977.   Although California and Maryland adopted a few of the model’s concepts 
into their driver’s licensing, the �rst  successful graduated licensing program was implemented in 
1987 in New Zealand.  

A graduated driver’s license involves three stages for licensing teenage drivers.  
�	 The "learner stage" requires teenage drivers to be accompanied and supervised by an adult as 

they learn to drive.  
�	 By the intermediate stage�sometimes known as a provisional stage�unsupervised driving is 

permitted, subject to restrictions such as the number of passengers or the time of day.  
�	 The �nal stage is full licensure, where all restrictions and provisions are lifted. 

The Insurance Institute for Highway Safety has a rating schedule for states with GDL systems.  IIHS 
assigns points to various components of  Graduated Licensing Laws to assign a rating. The highest 
rating, "Good," would earn six or more points.   A state GDL law rated "Good" by the Insurance 
Institute for Highway Safety contained the following components:  
�	 The minimum age for receiving a learner’s permit is 16.  
�	 A requirement that a teen driver must hold a learner’s permit for six months or longer before 

graduating to an intermediate level. 
�	 A requirement of certi�cation of more than 30 hours of supervised driving practice with an 

adult during the learner stage. 
�	 A nighttime driving restriction for intermediate license holders beginning no later than 10:00 

p.m. 
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�	 A passenger restriction for intermediate license holders that would prohibit underage passengers 
or allow no more than one passenger in the vehicle. 

�	 Eligibility for full licensure no less than 12 months after a teen receives the intermediate license.  

Regardless of the point totals, no state was rated above "Marginal" by the IIHS if it grants an in-
termediate license to someone under age 16 or if it allows unrestricted driving before age 16 and 
six months.  

In the Nationwide Review of Graduated Driver's Licenses conducted by the AAA Founda-
tion for Traffic Safety, researchers added two components to the IIHS rating schedule 
to their evaluation of the effectiveness of graduated driver’s licensing laws: assessment of 
GDL laws with requirements for  an intermediate stage of licensing with a minimum en-
try age of at least 16 years and six months and with a minimum age of 17 for full licensure. 
	
All states, the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico have implemented some form of GDL law; 
however, these laws vary greatly and some do not meet the Insurance Institute’s standards for a 
"Good" GDL law (see �gure 1).   

Figure 1.  Graduated Driver's Licensing Laws:  Insurance Institute for Highway Safety Ratings
(As of May 2007)

Source:  Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, May 2007.

Received "Good" rating from IIHS

Received "Fair" rating from IIHS

Received "Marginal" rating from IIHS

District
of Columbia

As mentioned previously, at least 20 states considered legislation in 2006 relating to teen drivers.   
Missouri signed into law SB 1001, requiring 40 hours of supervised drive time (increased from 20 
hours) and a minimum of 10 hours of supervised driving at night.  SB 1001 also limits to one the 
number of passengers under age 19 allowed to be in the vehicle with the teen driver during the �rst 
six months of the intermediate license period.  During the last six months of the intermediate period, 
no more than three passengers under age 19 may ride with a teen driver.  There are exceptions to the 
passenger restriction law for family members of the teen driver.  Colorado, Delaware, Illinois, Indi-
ana, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Utah and Vermont passed laws in 2006 related to graduated driver’s 
license programs.  Most of the 2006 laws passed in concerned the amount of supervised driving 
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time, passenger restrictions, and the age at which permits and intermediate licenses are issued. 
As of May 2007, four states�Arkansas, Kansas, Minnesota and North Dakota�lack the  pas-
senger and nighttime restrictions that typically make up the intermediate licensing stage.  In  May 
of 2007, Arizona enacted an intermediate licensing provision that goes into effect in June 2008. 
House Bill 2033, allows a teen who is at least 15 and six months to apply for a Class G instruction 
permit.  Holders of the instruction permit are required to take driver’s education or have a parent 
or guardian certify that the teen has 30 hours of drive time, 10 of which must be at night.  Once a 
teen passes the requisite tests and obtains a Class G license, HB 2033 applies other restrictions, like 
prohibiting Class G license holders from driving between 12:00 a.m. and 5:00 a.m. for the �rst six 
months, unless accompanied by someone age 21 or older who has an Arizona license.  Unless the 
passenger is a permit holder’s relative, the recently enacted law also prohibit passengers under age 18 
for the �rst six months after the license was issued.   Although HB 2033 still does not designate an 
"intermediate" license period, the bill does add night driving and passenger restrictions that often 
are included in the intermediate stage of  graduated driver’s licensing programs.  

States that have established GDL laws continue to consider legislation to modify current laws.  In 
2007,  Idaho passed into law SB 1119, which restricts Class D driver’s license holders under age 17.  
A license holder under age 17 is required, during the �rst six months from the date of issue of the 
driver’s license, to limit to one the number of passengers in the vehicle who are under age 17.  Similar 
to Missouri’s 2006 law, there are exceptions for family members.  The bill also requires supervised 
practice driving for six months with no traf�c violations.   Florida introduced HB 239 in 2007, 
intending to limit the number of passengers in a motor vehicle operated by a person under age 18.  
After being voted "unfavorable for passage" by the House Committee on Infrastructure, the bill was 
sent to the Economic Expansion and Infrastructure Committee, where it died on May 4, 2007.   

The Effectiveness of Graduated Driver's License Laws

Graduated driver’s license systems have been proven effective in decreasing the amount of teen 
fatalities on the roadways. 

Statistics compiled by the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) show that, during the 
three years before Colorado’s passenger restriction provisions were adopted in 2005, an average of 
104 teen drivers and passengers between the ages 15 and 20 died on Colorado highways each year. 
Such deaths dropped to 69 for the �rst full year of the law (July 1, 2005, June 30, 2006).  

In response to fatal crashes involving teen drivers, Georgia passed the Teenage and Adult Driver 
Responsibility Act (TADRA) in 1997 and strengthened it in 2001.  TADRA imposed the elements 
of graduated licensing, including passenger restrictions, nighttime restrictions, supervised practice 
hours, and a 12-month mandatory holding period for the learner’s permit.  NHTSA worked with 
Emory University to evaluate the effect of TADRA on teen fatalities.  In the evaluation, researchers 
looked at fatality crash rates of teen drivers for �ve and one-half years before TADRA enactment 
(Jan. 1992 to June 1997) and for �ve and one-half years (July 1997 to Dec. 2002) after TADRA 
enactment.  In the years before TADRA enactment, the average annual driver fatal crash rate in 
Georgia was 57.0 per 100,000 16-year-olds.  That fatality rate dropped to 36.1 per 100,000 16-
year-olds in the years following TADRA enactment.  The fatal crash rate for 16-year-old drivers 
decreased by 36.8 percent in Georgia, compared with a nationwide decrease of 14.8 percent in the 
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years after TADRA enactment.  Speed-related fatal crashes among 16-year-olds were cut in half in 
Georgia.  Even after accounting for study limitations, numbers indicate that the graduated licensing 
provisions in TADRA contributed to a decrease in teen fatalities in Georgia.  

As referenced earlier in this document, the AAA Foundation for Traf�c Safety published A 
Nationwide Review of Graduated Driver Licensing in February 2007.  In summarizing the study’s 
�ndings, the report states, "The most restrictive graduated driver licensing programs are associated 
with reductions of 38% and 40% in fatal crashes and injury crashes, respectively, of 16-year-old 
drivers." For more information about the AAA Foundation for Traf�c Safety study, see http://www.
aaafoundation.org/pdf/NationwideReviewOfGDL.pdf. 

Teens and Mobile Phones

The issue of adults and teens driving while using mobile communication devices such as cellular 
phones has been at the forefront of legislative debate in the past few years.  In 2006,  Minnesota, 
North Carolina, Rhode Island and West Virginia enacted restrictions on the use of cell phones by 
younger drivers. Although the measures varied slightly, the laws generally restrict drivers who hold 
only an instructional or learner’s permit from using any type of wireless communications device while 
operating a motor vehicle, except in emergency situations. Nine other states�Colorado, 
Connecticut, Delaware, Illinois, Maine, New Jersey, Maryland, Texas and Tennes-
see�have similar restrictions.

In 2007, 19 states�Alabama, Arkansas, California, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, 
Iowa, Maine, Maryland, Missouri, Nebraska, Nevada, New York, Oregon, Utah, 
Vermont, Virginia, Washington and West Virginia�introduced legislation relating 
to teens and young drivers using mobile phones while operating a motor vehicle; with bills have 
been enacted to date in Virginia and Nebraska.  The enacted Nebraska bill prohibits holders of 
provisional licenses from operating any interactive wireless communication device while operating 
a motor vehicle.  The bill was vetoed by the governor on April 25, 2007, but a legislative override 
enacted it into law on April 26, 2007. 

Drunk Driving

Due to strict alcohol purchasing laws and a nationwide drinking age of 21, drunk driving among 
teen drivers has decreased.  Of the 16-to 17-year-old drivers killed in crashes in 1982, 41 percent 
had blood alcohol concentrations (BAC) of .08 percent (the legal threshold for adults) or greater.  
By 2003, those �gures had declined to 16 percent.   All states have zero tolerance laws for underage 
drinking and driving, meaning no amount of alcohol is permitted in a teen’s system.  (Some states 
use a .02 BAC standard to account for the alcohol that is, in some permitted forms, similar to cough 
syrup.)  The consequence of violating such laws are cancellation of driving permits, revocation of 
provisional licenses, or suspension of full licenses with criminal charges �led.  

Although drunk driving among teens has decreased overall, it still accounts for a large portion of teen 
driving fatalities.  In 2005, 28 percent of drivers between the ages of 16 and 20 who were killed in 
motor vehicle crashes had been drinking before the crash.  State legislators have introduced a number 
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of bills in the past few sessions relating to teen alcohol use. Most provide for license suspension after 
an alcohol conviction, even if it is not a driving under the in�uence conviction.  Arkansas enacted HB 
1768 in 2005; it allows administrative suspension of  a driver’s license for the offense of possession 
of alcohol by a minor.  In 2006, Hawaii passed SB 706, which requires judges to impose 180-day 
suspensions of the driver’s licenses of licensed drivers under age 21 if they have been convicted of 
illegal possession of liquor.  Oregon introduced a similar bill in 2007.  South Carolina introduced 
SB 213, entitled the "Prevention of Underage Drinking and Access to Alcohol Act of 2007."  This 
comprehensive bill would increase the �nes and penalties for those who sell alcohol to minors and 
would increase the �nes and penalties for minors convicted of purchasing, attempting to purchase, 
or possessing alcoholic beverages.  

Conclusion

Motor vehicle crashes are the leading cause of death for young people between the  ages of 16 
and 20. Graduated driver’s license programs have emerged as an effective way to prevent injuries 
and save lives on America’s roadways.  With periods of supervised training, passenger restrictions, 
and night driving restrictions, teens have to the opportunity to slowly become acclimated to the 
increased responsibilities and bene�ts of driving.
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Appendix.  Graduated Licensing Laws
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Appendix.  Graduated Licensing Laws (continued)
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