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Drivers with suspended or revoked licenses involved in fatal crashes 

 

From 2007 through 2009, an estimated 10,227 drivers involved in fatal crashes—6.7% of all 

drivers involved in fatal crashes over this period—were unlicensed. 

 

An estimated 10.6% of drivers with suspended or revoked licenses who were involved in fatal 

crashes left the scene, as compared to only 1.7% of validly licensed drivers (Table 2). Fatal-crash 

involved drivers with a suspended or revoked license were 6.2 times as likely as validly licensed 

drivers to have left the scene, and similarly, drivers who left the scene were 3.8 times as likely as 

drivers who remained at the scene to have had a suspended or revoked license. Excluding drivers 

who were incapacitated or killed and thus were unlikely able to flee, 31.2% of fatal-crash 

involved drivers with suspended or revoked licenses, as compared to 3.7% of validly licensed 

drivers left the scene of the crash (not in table), indicating that among fatal-crash involved 

drivers who were not incapacitated or killed, drivers with a suspended or revoked license were 

8.4 times as likely to have left the scene compared to validly licensed drivers.  

 

Over half (54.8%) of fatal-crash involved drivers with suspended or revoked licenses had alcohol 

in their system at the time of the crash; nearly half (47.7%) had a BAC of 0.08 or greater. Fatal-

crash involved drivers driving with a suspended or revoked license were 2.5 times as likely as 

validly licensed drivers to have had a BAC ≥ 0.08, and similarly, fatal-crash involved drivers 

with a BAC of 0.08 or greater were 3.6 times as likely as drivers with a BAC of 0.00 to have had 

a suspended or revoked license (Table 2).  

 

Whereas the proportion of fatal-crash involved drivers who were unlicensed decreased as age 

increased across the entire age spectrum, drivers ages 25-34 were the most likely to have had a 

suspended or revoked license. One in three (33.4%) of all fatal-crash involved drivers with a 

suspended or revoked license was aged 25-34; nearly three of four (72.9%) were aged 21-44 

(Table 2). There were statistically significant increasing trends over years 1990–2009 in the 

proportion of fatal-crash involved drivers who had suspended or revoked licenses for drivers 

ages 25-34, 35-44, and 45-54 (Table 3). 

 

Male drivers involved in fatal crashes were nearly twice as likely as females to have had a 

suspended or revoked license (Table 2); however, there was a statistically significant increasing 

trend over years 1990–2009 in the proportion of fatal-crash involved female drivers with 

suspended or revoked licenses (Table 3).  

 

While the large majority of fatal-crash involved drivers with suspended or revoked licenses were 

driving passenger vehicles (83.6%), drivers of motorcycles were slightly more likely to have 

been driving with a suspended or revoked license at the time of the crash (Table 2). Drivers of 

large trucks and buses were much less likely than drivers of other types of vehicles to have had a 

suspended or revoked license. There was a large, statistically significant downward trend in the 

proportion of fatal-crash involved motorcyclists whose licenses were suspended or revoked 

(Table 3). 

 

While the majority of all fatal crashes occurred on weekdays, drivers involved in fatal crashes on 

Saturday and Sunday were slightly more likely to have been driving with a suspended or revoked 
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license, compared to drivers involved in fatal crashes on weekdays (Table 2). Drivers involved in 

crashes between the hours of 7 PM and 11:59 PM were approximately 77% more likely to have 

had a suspended or revoked license, and drivers involved in fatal crashes between midnight and 

4:59 AM were 2.4 times as likely to have had a suspended or revoked license, compared to 

drivers who crashed between 5 AM and 6:59 PM (Table 2).  

 

While most validly licensed drivers involved in fatal crashes (61.7%) were involved in multiple-

vehicle crashes; 56.1% of drivers with suspended or revoked licenses were involved in single 

vehicle crashes (Table 2).  

 

Fourteen states experienced statistically significant increasing trends from 1990 through 2009 in 

the proportion of fatal-crash involved drivers with suspended or revoked licenses; seven 

experienced statistically significant decreasing trends (Table 4). 

 

 

Crashes that involved an unlicensed or invalidly licensed driver 

 

In total, from 2007 through 2009, there were 102,280 fatal crashes in the United States that 

involved at least one vehicle that was operated by a driver.
1
 Of these, 18,642 (18.2%) involved at 

least one driver with an invalid license or no license. Crashes that involved a driver with an 

invalid license or no license resulted in 21,049 deaths, 18.7% of all deaths that occurred in motor 

vehicle crashes in the United States from 2007 through 2009.  

 

Of the 21,049 people killed in crashes that involved an unlicensed or invalidly licensed driver, 

10,388 (49.4%) were the unlicensed or invalidly licensed drivers themselves, 4,776 (22.7%) 

were passengers riding in vehicles driven by unlicensed or invalidly licensed drivers, and 3,462 

(16.4%) validly licensed drivers or passengers riding with a validly licensed driver, and 2,423 

(11.5%) were non-motorists such as pedestrians and bicyclists.  

 

 

Discussion  

From years 2007 through 2009, 12.8% of all drivers involved in fatal crashes—approximately 

one of every eight—lacked a valid driver’s license. Nearly one in five fatal crashes (18.2%) over 

this period involved an unlicensed or invalidly licensed driver. These crashes resulted in 21,049 

deaths.  

 

Most unlicensed and invalidly licensed drivers involved in fatal crashes did not leave the scene 

of the crash; however, they were much more likely than validly licensed drivers to have left the 

scene. Among drivers with reasonable opportunity to leave the scene (i.e., excluding those who 

were incapacitated or killed), drivers with an expired, cancelled, or denied license were 6.4 times 

as likely to flee, drivers with a suspended or revoked license were 8.3 times as likely to flee, and 

unlicensed drivers were 9.4 times as likely to flee, compared to validly licensed drivers. 

                                            
1
 There were an additional 124 fatal crashes in the United States from 2007 through 2009 in which no involved vehicle was 

coded as having been operated by a driver; these were excluded from the analysis presented here. 
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Furthermore, it is estimated that more than half of all drivers who left the scene of fatal crashes 

in 2007 – 2009 were unlicensed or were driving with an invalid license. 

 

Fully half (49.8%) of all unlicensed or invalidly licensed drivers involved in fatal crashes had 

some amount of alcohol in their system; 42.8% had a BAC of 0.08 or greater. Fatal-crash 

involved drivers with illegal BAC levels were 2.4 times as likely to have been unlicensed and 3.6 

times as likely to have had a suspended or revoked license, compared to drivers with no alcohol 

in their system. Drivers with positive BACs below the legal limit were also more than twice as 

likely as drivers with no alcohol to have been unlicensed or to have had a suspended or revoked 

license.   

 

There may be some synergy between efforts to combat unlicensed driving and efforts to combat 

hit-and-run crashes and alcohol-related crashes. For example, in the case of drivers who have 

never obtained a driver’s license, measures to promote licensure might reduce hit-and-run 

crashes by eliminating a potential motivation for leaving the scene, and might reduce the 

incidence of crashes altogether if interaction with the driver licensing system and the training and 

examination that it entails would lead to improved driving behavior. This, however, is only 

speculative. Whether interaction with the licensing system would improve the driving behavior 

or performance of people who otherwise would be willing to drive without a license is not 

known.  

 

Effective measures to prevent people without valid driver’s licenses from driving would reduce 

the number of fatal hit-and-run crashes, as well as the number of alcohol-related crashes. 

Although identification of measures to prevent people who have never interacted with the 

licensing system from driving are not straightforward, vehicle-based measures have been shown 

to reduce driving and crash involvement by drivers whose licenses had been suspended or 

revoked or who have had previous interactions with law enforcement while driving unlicensed. 

For example, a study by the California Department of Motor Vehicles reported that impounding 

vehicles driven by unlicensed drivers and drivers whose licenses were suspended or revoked 

reduced (but did not completely eliminate) the subsequent crashes and driving-while-

suspended/revoked/unlicensed convictions of these drivers over a one-year period (16).  

 

Analysis of trends over the past 20 years shows that there has been an increasing trend in the 

proportion of fatal-crash involved drivers who were unlicensed. A major exception to this trend 

was motorcyclists: the proportion of fatal-crash involved motorcyclists who were unlicensed 

decreased steadily across the entire study period, from 7.7% in 1990–1992 to 3.1% in 2007–

2009. An additional 13.5% of motorcyclists held a valid license to drive a car but lacked the 

license endorsement required to drive a motorcycle. This proportion, however, also decreased 

significantly over the study period.   

 

The proportion of fatal crashes that involved an unlicensed or invalidly licensed driver reported 

here is slightly lower than in past studies, due to a minor modification in methodology. In past 

studies (2-4), drivers of unknown license status were grouped with unlicensed drivers and 

invalidly licensed drivers into an overall category of drivers not known to have possessed a valid 

license. In this study, the method of multiple imputation was used to allocate drivers of unknown 

license status to the other categories of license status according to the distribution of license 
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status among other drivers that were similar with respect to specified characteristics. While 

multiple imputation cannot be used to determine the license status of individual drivers, and 

imputation-based proportions can be biased if variables strongly correlated with the imputed 

variable (license status) are omitted from the imputation model (14), the estimates reported here 

represent the AAA Foundation’s best estimate of the prevalence of unlicensed and invalidly 

licensed drivers in fatal crashes.  

 

Although the possibility that the imputation could have been biased cannot be ruled out, the 

maximum amount of bias that could have been introduced through imputation is quite small, 

because license status was unknown for only 2.6% of all drivers. In the unlikely event that all 

drivers of unknown license status actually had a valid license at the time of the crash, the overall 

proportion of drivers who lacked a valid license would have been 11.6%, and the proportion of 

fatal crashes that involved an unlicensed or invalidly licensed driver would have been 16.6%. In 

the similarly unlikely event that all drivers of unknown license status were unlicensed or 

invalidly licensed, the proportion of drivers who lacked a valid license would have been 14.1%, 

and the proportion of fatal crashes that involved an unlicensed or invalidly licensed driver would 

have been 20.0%. Using multiple imputation, it is estimated that 12.8% of drivers involved in 

fatal crashes from 2007 through 2009 lacked a valid license, and 18.2% of all fatal crashes over 

this period involved at least one driver who lacked a valid license.  

 

A related limitation that is substantial, however, is that the estimates of the license status of 

drivers who fled the scene of fatal crashes are very imprecise. Driver’s license status was 

unknown for nearly half of all drivers who fled the scene. Furthermore, in addition to license 

status, age was unknown for 47% of these drivers, sex was unknown for 43%, vehicle type was 

unknown for 34%, and BAC was unknown for 80%. Thus, in the case of drivers who left the 

scene of the crash, imputation of license status also required the imputation of these variables as 

well. This has only a small effect on the precision of license status for all drivers or in relation to 

other variables (age, sex, vehicle type), because the vast majority of drivers of any given age, 

sex, or vehicle type did not leave the scene, and their licensing status was known. However, the 

estimates of licensing status among hit-and-run drivers should be viewed as rough estimates and 

treated with caution. 
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