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Exposure data critically important 

Rates require an appropriate denominator 

Population is poor exposure measure for teen drivers 

Counts of licensed drivers only other broadly 

available measure in U.S. 

 

But … 

 we have a serious problem! 



What % of teens licensed to drive in NC? 
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USA Today, March 1&2, 2005 

Extensive report on teen driving 

North Carolina deadliest in nation for 

teenage drivers! 



NC fatal crash involvement rate  

allegedly 62% higher than nation as a whole 



Investigation 

NC had among best GDL in nation 

Numerous studies indicated success 

How could this be? 



Finding 

FHWA database of licensed drivers undercounted 

licensed 16- & 17-yr-old drivers in NC 

 … by about 50,000 a year! 

 

Other minor errors 

     e.g., out-of state driver crashes included in numerator 



National Safety Council, June 27, 2005:  

NC deadliest in the nation for teenage drivers! 



NHTSA Issues Erroneous Young Driver Crash 

Report, July 2006 



IIHS stops using FHWA driver licensing file, 

June 2006 



WalletHub anoints Utah safest, Indiana 

worst for teen driver safety, June 2014  



Why are all these findings wrong? 

FHWA license data highly erratic (unreliable) 

Demonstrably wrong in many cases (invalid) 

Hence rates/licensed driver often wrong 



Where did this problem come from? 

Changing meaning of “license” in GDL era 

Originally, license = “unrestricted”  

     Drive unsupervised from 5 a.m. – midnight* 

 

 

 

 

       *Adopted 1989 



FHWA Changes since 2005 

Some effort to address GDL licenses 

If anything, made matters worse 

     Some states now counting Learner Permits 

     Others still not counting Intermediates 

Dramatic changes in what some states report 

    But no clear improvement in accuracy 



Licensed 16-year-old drivers, 1996 - 2012 

Some examples …  

























North Carolina – Reliable, but wrong! 



15 yr-old drivers, 1996-2012: 50 states & DC 



17 yr-olds … 

















Consequences 

1. Ability of researchers to evaluate policies 

compromised (or prevented)  

2. Careless use can produce profoundly incorrect 

conclusions  

3. States misled 

4. Myths about teen drivers develop 



Washington Post creates a new 

phenomenon, January 24, 2010  



Recommendations for State DOTs 

These data matter … a  lot! 

    Reporting not merely a bureaucratic nuisance 

Get house in order at state level 

    Quality control checks …  

 Compare across time 

 Compare to population 

 Check veracity given licensing system (& changes) 



Recommendations for FHWA 

These data matter … a  lot! 

    People trust them, use for important work 

Clarify “licensed driver” 

    Communicate clearly to states 

Quality control checks …  

    Compare across time 

    Compare to population 

    Check veracity 



Recommendations for researchers 

Do not use these data!!! 

     Completely useless for national studies,  

     or longitudinal analyses 

Obtain state licensing data if possible 

     Be wary, check thoroughly & carefully 

Develop and implement better exposure measures for 

all drivers, but especially teens 




