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NATIONAL SAFETY COUNCIL

Position/Policy Statement

Graduated Driver Licensing

Comprehensive Graduated Driver Licensing (GDL) systems gradually introduce novice drivers
to driving in less risky situations and are proven to reduce crashes involving young drivers by up
to 40%. The National Safety Council (NSC) encourages states and territories to adopt best
practice GDL systems that at a minimum meet the following criteria:

Learner permit Stage

The minimum entry age to receive a Learner permit should be no younger than 16 years old
This stage should last for a minimum for 12 months

All drivers should complete at least 50 (optimally 80-120) hours of supervised driving in all
driving conditions, with at least 10 hours at night

A supervising, licensed adult driver, over the age of 21 must be in the front passenger seat of
the vehicle

All novice drivers, regardless of entry age, should go through the Learner permit stage

Intermediate License Stage

The minimum entry age should be no younger than 17 years old and should not include
exemptions for drivers who have completed driver education courses

The intermediate license stage should last a minimum of 12 months, regardless of the age at
which the driver enters the intermediate license stage

Unsupervised nighttime driving restrictions should begin as early as 9:00 p.m. and no later than
10:00 p.m., and end no earlier than 5:00 a.m.

Drivers should have no more than one passenger under 21 years old

Provisions for Both Stages

Both the Learner permit and intermediate license stages should prohibit all drivers from using all
electronic devices while driving. This includes both handheld and hands-free devices.

All drivers and their passengers should be required to wear seat belts

Any driver who is cited for a driving infraction in the Learner permit or intermediate license
stages should be required to spend an additional 6 months in the particular stage

There should be zero tolerance for alcohol or illegal drug use for drivers under the age of 21.
Alcohol or drug convicted Learner permitted or intermediate license holders should not advance
in licensing stage until 21 years old.




All GDL provisions should be subject to primary enforcement

Drivers should be required to place a decal on their vehicle indicating their provisional driver
status

GDL systems should apply to all novice drivers regardless of age

Further, NSC encourages the U.S. Congress to provide financial incentives to states that enact
comprehensive GDL systems meeting appropriate minimum requirements. NSC also
encourages parents to adopt best practices in their homes, regardless of the laws in their states.

Motor vehicle crashes are the leading cause of death for teens and young adults ages 14 to 24.1
Per vehicle mile traveled, young and novice drivers’ ages 16-19 years old have a fatal crash risk
that is approximately three times that of older drivers. Furthermore, this risk is the highest
among drivers 16-17 years old, the age at which many teenagers are driving independently for
the first time.?

In the last two decades, GDL and driver education have been increasingly recognized by
governments, leading traffic safety organizations, and insurance industry representatives as
essential safety measures to reduce the elevated crash risk of teen and new drivers.® The
Insurance Institute for Highway Safety provides a GDL “calculator” that allows states to estimate
potential reductions in fatal crash rates among 15-17 year olds if they had the most
comprehensive provisions found in the U.S. Based on these calculations, potential state crash
reductions range from 17% to 63%, saving more than 500 lives each year.*

In 2008, NSC adopted a GDL policy position (policy #105) calling on states and U.S. territories
to adopt tiered driver licensing systems with specific provisions that gradually introduce novice
drivers to the driving environment.® Since that time, research has demonstrated the life-saving
impact that more comprehensive GDL components can have on reducing teen driver-related
deaths and injuries.® This proposed policy position would replace policy #105 and calls for
states to adopt systems that peer-reviewed, scientific evidence demonstrates will save more
lives and prevent additional injuries.”

Because of the lifesaving and injury prevention aspects of GDL, NSC partnered with the Traffic
Injury Research Foundation (TIRF) in 2014 to develop a new GDL framework. Based on proven
or promising evidence, this framework recommends the following best practices in novice driver
licensing systems.

Learner Stage
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Minimum entry age. The minimum entry age should be no younger than 16 years old. Studies
show that a one-year delay from 15 to 16 years old reduces the fatal crash rate by 13%.8 This is
consistent with the general finding that beginning to drive at older ages has safety advantages.®

Minimum length in Learner stage. The Learner permit stage should be at least 12 months in
duration.® Increasing the learner period stage to 12 months, while retaining the minimum permit
age, would naturally raise the intermediate licensing age to the optimal age of 17 years old in 23
states.!! Requiring twelve months is consistent with the principle of GDL to provide more time
for supervised driving practice in the low-risk Learners period. A 12-month Learners period also
allows beginners to practice driving under supervision in all seasons.

Supervised driving. The minimum number of supervised driving hours required to progress
through GDL should be 50 hours (and optimally 80-120 hours), with a minimum of 10 hours
required at night. Currently, 23 states do not meet this standard, instead having requirements
between zero and 45 hours. One study found that increased hours of supervised driving are
associated with decreases in insurance claims.? Another study found an 18% reduction in
deaths among 16 year olds when 30 or more hours were required compared with fewer or no
hours of practiced driving.*® After an extensive review of Australian, European and U.S.
literature, researchers concluded that more hours of supervised driving are better.4

Eligibility age. GDL should apply to all new drivers, regardless of age. One unique
characteristic of GDL programs in the United States is that they apply only to those younger
than 18 years old in almost all states. Consequently, individuals who start driving at age 18
years old or older may bypass the restrictions of GDL entirely even though there is great benefit
to them.

In the United States, only New Jersey applies full GDL rules to novices through age 20, and
studies in Australia and Canada indicate that GDL reduces crashes among older novice
drivers.?® Older novice drivers in the U.S. are a significant group, with nationally representative
surveys indicating that about 25% of those 18 years old and older have not yet begun the
licensing process.’® It has been estimated that as many as 36% of new drivers in the U.S. will
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be licensed after their 18th birthday and thus be exempt from most or all GDL requirements
beyond the Learner permit stage.'’

A learner permit holding period should be established before fully licensing older adult novice
drivers. This time period should provide the new driver with an opportunity to practice driving
before advancing to a restricted license and should include zero tolerance requirements for
distracted driving and alcohol or drug impaired driving for a period of time. While not fully
evaluated, leading transportation experts found enough evidence, no matter what the age of the
novice driver, to make the recommendation.®

Intermediate Stage

Minimum entry age. The minimum entry age should be no younger than 17 years old and
should not include exemptions for drivers who have completed driver education courses.
Evidence supports delaying licensure for one year (16 to 17 years old), which lowered the fatal
crash rate by 13%.%°

Minimum length in intermediate stage. The minimum length of time required to remain in the
intermediate stage should be no less than 12 months, regardless of age at the time of entry or
type of license being acquired.

The 2014 NSC and TIRF report on GDL, “A New Framework: Evidence Base to Integrate
Novice Driver Strategies,”? notes that while 18 years old is currently the highest minimum exit
age for GDL in most of the U.S., many other countries have higher minimum exit ages.
Research concludes that it is not necessarily only how old a driver is when he or she is licensed
but also how much experience the novice driver has acquired that affects crash risk.?

Nighttime driving restrictions. Unsupervised nighttime driving restrictions beginning as early
as 9 p.m. and ending no earlier than 5 a.m. should be required for all intermediate drivers.

Late-night driving increases teen risk for fatal crashes.?? This may be attributable to a
combination of the visibility challenges caused by dark conditions, slower response time brought
about by fatigue, and a lack of experience driving under such conditions.?® Additionally, alcohol
and drug impairment can be a contributing factor, though to a lesser degree than for older
drivers.?* Two studies reported maximum benefits to restrict driving beginning at 9 p.m., and a
2013 study supports 10 p.m. or earlier, with a 19% lower crash incidence for 16-year olds.? The
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largest proportion of nighttime motor vehicle fatalities for 16-17 year olds takes place prior to
midnight.

Passenger restrictions. With the exception of a supervising driver, intermediate license
holders should be limited to transporting no more than one passenger under 21 years old in the
vehicle at all times.?®

There is clear evidence that having young passengers in cars driven by teenagers increases
fatal crash risk. Multiple young passengers — including siblings — increase crash risk the most,
but even one young passenger substantially increases risk. In the most recent study, the fatal
crash risk per mile traveled quadrupled for 16-17 year old drivers when there were three or
more passengers younger than age 21 without supervision in the vehicle, compared with driving
alone. However, even having only one young passenger in the vehicle results in a 44% greater
risk of driver death in a crash per mile traveled compared with having no passengers.?’

Vehicle decals.? Decals attached to the vehicle of a novice driver to support police
enforcement of GDL requirements have been found to be a promising though not
comprehensively proven countermeasure in the US.

NSC strongly recommends that states consider requiring vehicle identifiers for all permitted and
intermediate license holders to facilitate the enforcement of GDL requirements.

Decals have been used by other countries for decades, including Australia, Canada, France,
and Great Britain. These decals are accepted as part of the licensing process, with no reports of
negative safety outcomes for novice drivers. Norwegian and Australian researchers have
documented the effectiveness of their respective programs.?°

In 2010, New Jersey became the first (and only) state in the US requiring the use of decals to
identify drivers under 21 years old. Since implementation of the requirement, New Jersey has
experienced a sustained decline in intermediate driver crashes. The adjusted crash rate for
intermediate drivers was 9.5% lower in the 2-year post-decal period than the 4-year pre-decal
period. For several crash types, effects appeared to be particularly strong for 18 and 19year
olds with an estimated 3,197 intermediate drivers’ crashes prevented.*® Some have expressed
fears that identifying young drivers may lead to profiling and stalking by predators. A report by
the NJ Division of Criminal Justice found only one such instance of alleged predatory behavior;
however, no charges were subsequently filed. NSC supports efforts to prohibit profiling and
strengthen anti-predatory laws as well.3!
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As additional states enact decal requirements, it will be important to conduct evaluations to
determine whether the positive results in New Jersey are generalizable.

Additional Restrictions for Both Stages

Electronic Device Use. Phone and electronic device use by Learner permit and intermediate
license drivers should be prohibited. Teenagers are more susceptible than adults to the risks of
cell phone use in vehicles because they lack the driving skills and experience in handling
unexpected situations. Based on a study conducted between 2007 and 2015, an average of
59% of teen crashes contained some type of potentially distracting behavior during the six
seconds leading up to a crash.® This study found the driver was engaged in cell phone use in
12% of crashes, visibly using a cell phone (operating/looking) in 9% of all crashes and talking or
listening to a cell phone in 3% of all crashes.®

Seatbelts. Seatbelt use should be required in all seating positions. In 2014, belt use among
fatally injured passenger vehicle drivers 16-19 years old was higher than among fatally injured
drivers 20-59 years old, 48 percent and 43 percent, respectively, but lower than among drivers
60 years old and older (61 percent). Among fatally injured 16-19 year old occupants, belt use for
passengers (36 percent) was considerably lower than drivers in those crashes (46 percent).
Note that belt use among those fatally injured is not always accurately recorded, but it gives an
indication of relative belt use rates in serious crashes by age group.3

Male teens continue to lag behind female teens in seat belt use. In 2009, 11.5% of high school
males said they rarely or never wear a seat belt as a passenger, compared to 7.7% of high
school females.®® All states should enact primary seat belt enforcement legislation which allows
law enforcement to stop and sanction a novice driver for non-compliance. Teens who live in
states with primary enforcement seat belt laws are 12% more likely to buckle up as drivers and
15% more likely to buckle up as passengers compared to teens who reside in states with
weaker secondary enforcement seat belt laws.3®

Six Month Conviction Free Period. Often referred to as the “contingent advancement” and/or
“good behavior” requirement, this provision prevents novice drivers from progressing to the next
stage of licensing if they are convicted of a moving or GDL violation. One study of Maryland
novice drivers, who, at the time of this study had to remain violation free for a 6 month period
before progressing to full licensure, reported that this requirement was associated with a 10%
reduction in offenses for 16 year olds (and a non-significant reduction of 5% among 17 year
olds).%’

Impaired Driving. Alcohol-impaired driving among 16-17 year olds has declined greatly since
the 1980s but remains a contributing factor in about 15% of fatal crashes in this age group
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during the last decade.*® Zero tolerance and minimum alcohol purchase age laws have
contributed to the reduction that has taken place, and there is additional evidence that
strengthening night and passenger restrictions would help decrease these fatalities.*°

Primary Enforcement. Primary enforcement enables law enforcement officials to stop a vehicle
and issue a citation based on a single infraction of the GDL law. Secondary enforcement allows
for a GDL citation to be issued only if the driver is pulled over for other infractions. Law
enforcement officials report difficulty in enforcing GDL provisions, especially under secondary
enforcement. Though no studies specific to the effectiveness of primary enforcement of GDL
exist, primary enforcement of other safety laws has proven to be effective.

A study from the University of Alabama found that primary enforcement of distracted driving
laws was associated with lower death rates in states with texting laws, but secondary
enforcement was not. The study found that the safety effect was greater for young drivers:
"Primarily enforced texting laws that banned only young drivers from texting were the most
effective at reducing deaths among the 15 to 21 year old cohort, with an associated 11%
reduction in traffic fatalities among this age group in states with such bans.”#°

Similarly, experience has shown us that changing from secondary to primary enforcement seat
belt laws increases occupant seat belt use.*! In evaluating Maine's change from secondary to
primary enforcement of their seat belt law, observational surveys conducted over an 18-month
period after this change went into effect measured increases in seat belt use from 77% to 84%
during the daytime and from 69% to 81% at night.*?

Federal Incentive Grants. NSC and our advocacy partners have advocated for, and the U.S.
Congress has included, federal incentive grants in the last two surface transportation
reauthorization bills to provide additional federal funding to states that improve their GDL laws to
meet certain minimum criteria. NSC encourages Congress to continue including incentive grants
in future highway bills so that states to improve their GDL systems.

PROS & CONS: (Explain strengths and potential challenges to this action.)

Pros:
Adoption of this policy position will guide the Council's advocacy to improve GDL legislation in
the states.
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Adoption of this policy position will allow the Council to support legislation mandating decals or
extending GDL beyond age 18, legislation the Council’s current policy position does not allow us
to endorse.

Adoption of this policy position will allow parents to understand the principles of best practice
GDL and enforce GDL in their home, even if their state’s laws are not as comprehensive at the
recommendations in this policy position.

Cons:

Many of the recommendations in this policy position are not politically popular, especially the
nighttime driving and passenger restrictions.

Many of the recommended best practices in this policy position could limit the amount of times

teenagers can drive themselves to events or transport their siblings, leading to additional
transport responsibilities for parents.



This position statement reflects the opinions of the National Safety Council but not necessarily
those of each member organization.

Adopted by the National Safety Council, 2016

Supersedes Provisional Driver’s Licensing #49, Graduated Driver’s Licensing #74, Young
Drivers #76, Graduated Driver Licensing #105.
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