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Introduction 
 

Graduated Driver Licensing (GDL) programs have proven effective in reducing teen driving 

fatalities (Williams, Tefft, & Grabowski, 2012). GDL programs gradually and progressively 

introduce young drivers to driving through a three-stage program which typically comprises 

(1) a “learner” stage, in which driving is only allowed with a licensed adult driver such as a 

parent or driving instructor in the vehicle; (2) an “intermediate” or “provisional” stage, in 

which unsupervised driving is allowed but is subject to restrictions (typically restrictions on 

driving at night and carrying passengers other than family members); and (3) full licensure.  

 

As concern has grown about distracted driving, particularly in relation to cell phone use, 

most states have implemented a law prohibiting drivers of all ages from text messaging 

while driving, and many states also prohibit hand-held cell phone use while driving. A 

majority of states and the District of Columbia have also implemented laws prohibiting any 

use of wireless communication technologies by young novice drivers. In some states, these 

laws are a part of the GDL system and apply to drivers who have not yet obtained a full 

license; in other states, they apply to all drivers under a certain age (typically 18) 

irrespective of the type of license held. 

 

Researchers have generally focused on licensing and crash data to gauge the effectiveness 

of GDL programs (as well as other laws intended to improve traffic safety), while others 

have used surveys and focus groups to gauge attitudes and behavior among teens and 

parents. Whereas the protective restrictions, rather than actual enforcement, are thought 

to be central to the success of GDL programs, the perception that GDL violations are 

enforced remains an important component (Foss & Goodwin, 2003).  

 

Research in North Carolina found a lack of knowledge and concern about police 

enforcement of GDL restrictions among teens in the GDL system (Goodwin & Foss, 2004). 

Studies investigating the effects of North Carolina’s law banning mobile communication 

device use by drivers under 18 years of age found no short or long term effects on cell phone 

use by teen drivers (Foss, Goodwin, McCartt, & Hellinga, 2009; Goodwin, O’Brien, & Foss, 

2012). These studies found that a majority of teens were aware of the law, but at the same 

time, teens and parents perceived that it was rarely being enforced. While parents are 

essentially the primary enforcers of these restrictions, the threat of police enforcement may 

help increase compliance. Moreover, police may be in a better position than parents to 

enforce restrictions on teen mobile communication device use, as opposed to restrictions 

such as passenger limits (Foss & Goodwin, 2003). Difficulties with enforcing age- or 

licensure stage-specific laws, however, have been documented (e.g. Goodwin & Foss, 2004).   

 

This study investigated citations for violations of teen mobile communication and GDL 

restrictions in North Carolina. Citations for such violations in Washington State, where the 

mobile communication restriction is part of the GDL system, were also explored.  
 

Methods 
 

The number and disposition of citations given to drivers for violations of GDL restrictions 

were examined. Data were obtained from two states: North Carolina and Washington. 
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GDL in North Carolina 
 

In North Carolina, the minimum age for a learner’s permit is 15 years old. New drivers 

under 18 must hold a learner’s permit for a minimum of 12 months. Sixty hours of 

supervised driving are required at this stage, with 10 of those being at night. For the first 

six months of holding a learner’s permit, the driver may only drive between 5 AM and 9 

PM. The limited provisional license can begin at age 16 (minimum) and requires an 

additional 12 hours of supervised driving, with six of those hours at night. The supervisor 

for both the learner’s permit and limited provisional license must be seated next to the 

driver. During this phase, drivers must be supervised when driving between 9 PM and 5 

AM. At this stage, no more than one person under 21 years of age is allowed as a passenger, 

with the exception of immediate family members under 21. Having more than one 

immediate family member under 21 as passengers is allowed, but no other non-family 

passengers under 21 are allowed if a family member under 21 is present. There is a charge, 

distinct from other proper restraint-related violations, specifying that occupants of a vehicle 

operated by a driver with a learner’s permit or limited provisional license must be properly 

restrained. A full provisional license, which is not subject to passenger, supervision, or time 

of driving restrictions, can be gained at a minimum age of 16 years and 6 months, after 

holding a limited provisional license for at least 6 months.  

 

Drivers under 18 years of age are restricted from cell phone use of any kind. While this 

requirement is listed in the statute outlining the requirements and restrictions for drivers in 

GDL, it is codified separately for law enforcement purposes in North Carolina, as it is in some 

states. Using a mobile communication device to read or send text messages or email while 

driving is banned for all drivers. Enforcement of all aforementioned violations is primary.  
 

GDL in Washington 
 

Washington’s minimum age for entering the learner’s stage and obtaining an instruction 

permit is 15 years old with enrollment in a qualifying driver’s education program, or 15 

years and six months for those without driver’s education. The instruction permit must be 

held for a minimum of six months. There are 50 hours of required supervised driving, and 

10 of those hours must be at night. The intermediate license can be obtained at a minimum 

of 16 years of age. There is a nighttime driving restriction, unless a supervising driver is 

present, between 1 AM and 5 AM that is a secondary offense. For the first six months, no 

passengers under 20 years of age may be in the car. After those first six months, no more 

than three passengers under 20 may be in the car. Full licensure may be gained at 18 years 

of age if all requirements are met. Wireless communication device use of any kind is banned 

for all drivers during the instruction and intermediate stages. All drivers, regardless of age 

or experience, are banned from texting while driving, as well as driving “while holding a 

wireless communications device to his or her ear.” Wireless communication device 

violations are primary offenses in Washington, while enforcement of the other violations 

mentioned is secondary. 

 

Information on statutes relating to mobile communication and GDL restrictions for 

Washington and North Carolina was obtained via their respective state codes. Aggregate 

citation data was requested and obtained for the violations of interest. Washington data 

was obtained by submitting a Request for Information to the Data Dissemination 
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Administrator at the Office of the Administrator for the Courts. The North Carolina Court 

System publishes Case Activity Reports by fiscal year on its website (North Carolina Court 

System, 2013). The Infraction Case Activity Reports and Misdemeanor Motor Vehicle Case 

Activity Reports for the last three fiscal years were downloaded for analysis. For each state, 

the number of cases charged for each violation of interest per year was extracted from their 

respective aggregate data files, and the disposition of cases was tabulated and collapsed 

into categories defined in the results. 

 

For North Carolina, cases charged and dispositions for violations of the text and email ban 

for all drivers and seat belt requirements were obtained from the Case Activity Reports 

downloaded for GDL-related violations, though driver age at the time of the offense was not 

discernible from the aggregate data. For Washington State, an additional query was 

submitted for violations of the hand-held cell phone ban and the text ban – both of which 

apply to all drivers – subset by drivers younger than 18 years old. 
 

Results 
 

Data were obtained from North Carolina for July 2010 – June 2013 and from Washington 

for years 2011 – 2013.  

 

Data on violations charged and cases disposed in North Carolina were obtained from 

separate queries and represented violations charged during the period and cases disposed 

during the period, respectively, and were not necessarily the same cases (i.e., some cases 

disposed during the study period were for violations charged prior to the beginning of the 

study period, and some violations charged during the study period were not yet disposed at 

the end of the study period). Dispositions of infractions were coded as “waived,” which 

indicates that court appearance was waived, a guilty plea was entered, and the fine was 

paid, or “other,” which includes dismissals. The dispositions of misdemeanors are grouped 

into three categories: guilty (includes “guilty plea before magistrate,” “guilty plea no 

contest,” and “trial guilty verdict,”), dismissed (includes “trial not guilty verdict,” “dismissal 

after deferred prosecution,” and “dismissal without leave”), and other [“dismissal with 

leave” and “other” (not further specified)]. 

 

Data from Washington pertain only to violations charged during the study period, 

regardless of whether they had yet been disposed as of the end of the study period. Data on 

cases charged in the Municipal Court of Seattle were not available. 

 

More than 1,100 citations were charged each fiscal year in the study period, on average, for 

texting or emailing under the code applicable to all drivers (charge code 4516). Citations 

charged under charge code 4516, which likely include a small number issued to novice 

drivers, increased from 879 to 1458 per fiscal year during the study period.  

 

More than 125,000 citations were similarly charged for seat belt violations under charge 

codes applicable to all drivers [charge codes: driver (4470), passenger under 16 (4472), front 

seat (4473), and rear seat (4512)] each fiscal year, on average. It was not possible to 

determine which of these violators were under age 18 at the time of the offense, though a 

representative of the Courts System confirmed that permit and provisional license holders 

can and are charged under these all-driver codes. Enforcement of seat belt laws is clearly 
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common in North Carolina. The 18 citations, on average, charged per fiscal year for 

license/permit seat belt violations under charge code 4531 likely underestimate the total 

citations issued to drivers with permits or provisional licenses for seat belt violations, 

though it is not clear by how much. 
 

Table 1. GDL-Related Citations by Fiscal Year Charged, North Carolina,  

July 2010 – June 2013 

Violation (Infraction or Misdemeanor) 
Charge 
Code 

Cases Charged Total 
Cases 

Charged 
July 2010 - 
June 2011 

July 2011 - 
June 2012 

July 2012 - 
June 2013 

Passenger restriction for limited provisional license (I) 4530 45 28 26 99 

License/Permit <18 Time of driving violation (M) 5633 322 285 293 900 

Driver <18 use cell phone in motor vehicle(I) 4513 25 12 17 54* 

License/Permit <18 No supervising driver (M) 5634 312 264 264 840 

License/Permit <18 seat belt violation (I) 4531 85 81 71 237** 

License/Permit <18 seating violation (I) 4532 11 9 2 22 

License/Permit <18 Other restriction (I) 4535 259 227 186 672 

Total Cases Charged 1,059 906 859 2,824 

*Drivers under 18 caught texting or emailing may have been charged using charge code 4516 (all driver text/email use ban). 3,513 
cases were charged among drivers of all ages during the study period, although it is unclear how many of these were 
drivers under 18. 

**Drivers under 18 who are stopped for seat belt violations may be charged using charge code 4470, 4472, 4473, or 4512 (driver, 
passenger under 16, front, and rear, respectively). 381,955 cases were charged for seat belt violations among drivers of 
all ages during the study period, although it is unclear how many of these were drivers under 18. 

Source: North Carolina Court System (2013) Infraction Case Activity Reports and Misdemeanor Motor Vehicle Case Activity Reports 

 

Table 2. Disposition of GDL-Related Citations by Date Disposed, North Carolina,  

July 2010 – June 2013 

Violation (Infraction or Misdemeanor) 
Charge 
Code 

Total 
Cases 

Disposed 

Disposition
a
 

Guilty 
(%) 

Dismissed 
(%) Other (%) 

Passenger restriction for limited provisional license (I) 4530 106 27.4 n/a 72.6 

License/Permit <18 Time of driving violation (M) 5633 895 4.6 80.2 15.2 

Driver <18 use cell phone in motor vehicle(I) 4513 55* 57.5 n/a 42.5 

License/Permit <18 No supervising driver (M) 5634 928 4.9 76.6 18.4 

License/Permit <18 seat belt violation (I) 4531 229** 37.9 n/a 62.1 

License/Permit <18 seating violation (I) 4532 29 15.0 n/a 85.0 

License/Permit <18 Other restriction (I) 4535 694 18.7 n/a 81.3 
a
For infractions, cases that were waived are classified as "Guilty," and "Other" contains all other dispositions, including dismissals. 

For misdemeanors, "Guilty" includes “guilty plea before magistrate,” “guilty plea no contest,” and “trial guilty verdict,” Dismissed 
(includes “trial not guilty verdict,” “dismissal after deferred prosecution,” and “dismissal without leave”), and Other [“dismissal with 
leave” and “other” (not further specified)]. 

*Drivers under 18 caught texting or emailing may have been charged using charge code 4516 (all driver text/email use ban). 
3,513 cases were charged among drivers of all ages during the study period, although it is unclear how many of these 
were drivers under 18. 

**Drivers under 18 who are stopped for seat belt violations may be charged using charge code 4470, 4472, 4473, or 4512 (driver, 
passenger under 16, front, and rear, respectively). 381,955 cases were charged for seat belt violations among drivers 
of all ages during the study period, although it is unclear how many of these were drivers under 18. 

Source: North Carolina Court System Infraction Case Activity Reports and Misdemeanor Motor Vehicle Case Activity Reports
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Table 3 summarizes the number of cases charged for instruction permit violations and each of 

the intermediate license violations by year for 2011– 2013, as well as the dispositions of these 

cases. The dispositions are grouped into four categories: guilty, which includes “Committed,” 

“Committed After Deferral,” and “Paid”; dismissed, which includes “Dismissed,” “Dismissed 

After Deferral,” “Dismissed W/O Prejudice,” “Dismissed W/ Prejudice,” and “Not Committed”; 

and other includes “Change of Venue,” “Amended,” “Deferred Finding,” and “Unknown.” 

Pending cases are those that were not yet adjudicated at the time of data retrieval. 

 

Table 3. GDL-Related Citations by Date of Violation, Washington* State, 2011 – 2013 

Violation 
Code 

Violated 

Cases Charged 
Total 

Cases 
Charged 

Disposition of Cases** 

2011 2012 2013 
Guilty      

(%) 
Dismissed 

(%) 
Other   
(%) 

Pending 
(%) 

Instruction permit - not further 
specified (wireless comm. use ban, 
supervision requirement, or permit 
on person requirement) 

46.20.055 571 486 538 1,595 77.5 17.2 4.7 0.6 

Intermediate license - passenger 
restriction 

46.20.075.2 1,042 848 827 2,717 59.6 33.4 6.3 0.7 

Intermediate license - nighttime 
supervision requirement 

46.20.075.3 273 221 210 704 65.1 27.3 6.7 0.9 

Intermediate license - wireless 
communication device use ban 

46.20.075.4 9 12 13 34 67.6 29.4 2.9 0.0 

All driver hand-held phone use ban 
(charged to driver under 18)*** 

46.61.667 686 562 413 1,661 87.2 10.7 1.7 0.4 

All driver texting ban (charged to 
driver under 18)*** 

46.61.668 61 57 56 174 70.1 27.0 2.9 0.0 

Total  Cases Charged 2,642 2,186 2,057 6,885 
    

*Data on cases charged in the Municipal Court of Seattle were not available. 

**Guilty includes Committed, Committed After Deferral, and Paid. Dismissed includes Dismissed, Dismissed After Deferral, Dismissed W/ Prejudice, 
and Not Committed. Other includes Change of Venue, Amended, Deferred Finding, Dismissed W/O Prejudice, and Unknown. Pending cases are 
those that were not yet adjudicated at the time of data retrieval. 
***Some of these drivers may have only had a permit, while others may have satisfied the intermediate license requirements and held a full license at 
the time of the violation. 

Source: Request for Information Report from the Data Dissemination Administrator at the Office of the Administrator for the Courts in Washington 

 

The Washington State Office of the Administrator for the Courts provided, upon request, 

summary data on citations for hand-held cell phone (RCW 46.61.667) and texting (RCW 

46.61.668) violations for all drivers as well as for drivers under 18. In addition to the 34 

citations charged under the intermediate license wireless ban (RCW 46.20.75.4) during the 

three-year study period, 1,661 hand-held cell phone and 174 texting violations were charged 

to drivers under 18. Some of these drivers may have held learner’s permits, for which 

wireless communication violations were indistinguishable from other violations, while 

others may have held full licenses. Drivers under 18 were less likely than drivers 18 and 

older to be found guilty when cited for hand-held cell use or texting (87.2% vs. 93.0% and 

70.1% vs. 81.4%, respectively), but more likely than drivers under 18 cited for wireless 

communication under GDL, 67.6 percent of whom were found guilty. 
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Discussion 
 

The results show a modest number of citations for violations for driving outside of 

permitted hours, not having a supervising driver, and other restrictions (unspecified) 

among drivers with a permit or provisional license in North Carolina, and for passenger 

restriction and nighttime supervision violations by intermediate licensees in Washington. 

Violations of the passenger restriction for drivers with an intermediate license in 

Washington were by far the most frequently charged of all violations examined.  

 

Other restrictions appear to be rarely enforced. Most notably, in both states, age- or license-

specific wireless communication violations by drivers under 18 were charged very rarely. 

The additional data obtained for all-driver laws in Washington showed that drivers under 

18 are more frequently charged under the all-driver cell and texting laws than the wireless 

communication ban specific to intermediate licensees (1,835 vs. 34 citations, respectively 

during the study period). Low numbers of citations for texting (and/or emailing, in the case 

of North Carolina) may be related to enforcement efforts, but are also likely related to the 

difficulty of discerning the banned tasks from other manual cell phone manipulation that is 

permitted while driving, such as dialing a phone number or interacting with a mapping 

program, thereby limiting detection and proof of qualifying offenses (Lazerow, 2010).  

Nonetheless, it is surprising that the number of these violations related to mobile 

communications is so low given the high priority placed on distracted driving over the past 

several years. 

 

Citations were rarely charged in North Carolina for violations of the seating requirement 

for the supervising driver, as well as for violations of the passenger restriction for limited 

provisional licensees, relative to those for violations of time of day and supervising driver 

restrictions. Citations for violating the seat belt restrictions for permit or provisional 

license holders were also rarely charged during the study period; however, additional 

citations were most likely charged to drivers in GDL under all-driver seat belt laws.  

 

In addition, the relatively high rates of citations being dismissed by the courts, such as seen 

in North Carolina, may very well be detrimental to the overall effectiveness of GDL 

programs. Judges and prosecutors need to understand the purpose of GDL and the 

importance of enforcing GDL restrictions in order to effectively support the system. High 

rates of pleas and dismissals may signal that GDL restrictions are not strictly enforced and 

may allow premature graduation within GDL. 
 

Limitations 
 

This analysis is based on a very small sample of data, and the citation data obtained from 

the two states to investigate the enforcement of restrictions placed on drivers in the phases 

of GDL is subject to several limitations. The numbers of citations charged for GDL-related 

violations in North Carolina and Washington is related to, rather than a measure of, the 

level of enforcement, while also related to the frequency that such violations are committed. 

Citation numbers for GDL-related violations do not account for violators who have contact 

with law enforcement which results in a warning for the GDL-related violation and/or 

citation for a non-GDL offense. No information was available in the records from either 

state to determine whether additional citations were charged at the time of the offenses, or 
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why the driver was initially stopped, including whether the citations were issued 

subsequent to a crash.  

 

Overall, given the small sample of data obtained and analyzed, and various limitations of 

the data, it is difficult to ascertain any national-level inferences or conclusions, except that 

additional research is needed to further understand the scope and effectiveness of GDL 

enforcement at the state level. 
 

More Research Needed 
 

Additional research, using at least a representative sample of state data, is needed to learn 

more about enforcement activities at the state level as well as how to maximize the 

perception of general enforcement of traffic laws, which would likely help increase the 

perceived threat of enforcement of GDL restrictions (Goodwin & Foss, 2004). There is also a 

need for more research regarding how often a GDL violation results in a warning rather 

than a citation, as well as how frequently GDL violations are associated with crashes, other 

moving violations, etc. Further research should also consider how the adjudication process 

and disposing of citations affects both individual progression through the GDL system and 

the overall effectiveness of state GDL systems. To that end, future researchers should take 

caution when compiling and interpreting numbers of citations for GDL violations, especially 

for restrictions that overlap or duplicate laws that apply to all drivers, in order to avoid 

underestimating certain citations.  
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