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THE FACTS
This fact sheet complements CARRS-Q’s 
Novice Drivers Fact Sheet.3

What is graduated driver licensing?
• Graduated driver licensing (GDL) is a 

licensing program for novice drivers and 
riders. GDL systems are designed to 
provide new drivers and riders with driving 
experience and skills gradually over time in 
low risk environments.4,5

• While GDL programs vary around 
the world, they typically involve three 
levels of licence - Learner, intermediate 
(Provisional), unrestricted (Open) – with 
minimum durations, varying restrictions 
and driving privileges at each level.6 For 
some GDL programs, in addition to a 
practical driving assessment at the end of 
the Learner period, the novice driver must 
successfully complete testing to progress 
through the licence levels, such as the 
hazard perception test in Queensland.

• New Zealand was the first country to adopt 
a GDL program in 1987. Subsequently, 
GDL systems have been introduced into 
jurisdictions within Australia, Canada and 
the USA.4,7

Why undertake licensing in this way?
• Young, newly licensed drivers have the 

highest crash risk when compared with 
any other age group of drivers.7 This crash 
risk is highest immediately after gaining a 
driver’s license that allows unsupervised 
driving. It falls rapidly during the next few 
months and then continues to fall more 
slowly for the next 18 months.7,8

• International research has shown that 
the implementation of graduated driver 
licensing for young, novice drivers has  
 

demonstrated clear reductions in crashes 
for young drivers.7,9

• GDL programs reduce crashes in two ways: 
by delaying young drivers from obtaining 
a licence (due to the requirement to hold a 
learner licence when they must drive under 
supervision) and limiting their exposure 
to high risk situations immediately after 
they receive a licence (due to, for example, 
the night time and peer passenger 
restrictions.6,10

• When making a decision about introducing 
a GDL system, policy makers need to 
balance young drivers’ requirements for 
mobility with reducing crash risk.6,11

Young, newly licensed 
drivers have the 
highest crash risk when 
compared with any other 
age group of drivers.7

Who is GDL aimed at?
The groups that GDL programs target vary 
between jurisdictions. GDL programs can be 
aimed at either young drivers or all drivers 
that are new the road (novice drivers).

What does the GDL program look like in 
Queensland?

The Queensland Government implemented 
a revised and more comprehensive 
GDL program in 2007 after consultation 
with stakeholders on the issue of young 
driver and rider crashes. The new system 
includes a combined late night driving and 
passenger restriction, minimum supervision 

requirements for learner drivers and the 
requirement for provisionally licensed 
drivers to display ‘P-plates’. Table 1 (over 
page) represents the essence of the program 
before and after the changes were made.

What has been the result of the changes 
to Queensland’s GDL system?
CARRS-Q undertook research in 2010 of the 
driving and licensing experiences of Learner 
drivers progressing through the current-
GDL program, and compared them to the 
experiences of Learners who progressed 
through the former-GDL program.2 Table 
2 represents the summarised findings. In 
particular, the following was noted of the 
current-GDL program: 2

• It mandates a longer supervised learner 
period - Queensland learner drivers 
progressing through the current-GDL 
program reported on average holding their 
Learner driver’s licence for 16 months (4 
months longer than the required 12 month 
period), as opposed to the legislated 
6 month learner period of the former-
GDL program.

• It requires more supervised driving 
practise - Learner drivers in the current-
GDL program experienced a greater 
number of supervised driving hours, 
including during high risk times such as the 
night hours. The mean number of reported 
practice hours in the former-GDL program 
was 63 hours while the mean under the 
current GDL program is 109 hours.

• Mothers specifically provided most of the 
supervision (see also13).

• Novices gained most of their practice at 
the end of the Learner licence period, and 
the majority continued to practice driving 
whilst they awaited their practical driving 

Graduated 
driver licensing
• The crash risk for drivers is highest in 

the first 6-12 months of solo driving.1

• Evaluations of countermeasures 
targeting young, novice drivers 
suggest that graduated driver 
licensing (GDL) is one of the most 
effective in reducing crash risk.2
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test, although they only drove for a small 
number of hours.

• A high level of logbook compliance 
was reported.

• Female participants reported considerably 
less difficulty in accruing supervised driving 
hours and reported significantly less 
crash involvement.

• Young males engaged in less 
unsupervised driving and reported less 
offence detection.

• The enhancements to the Queensland 
GDL program appear to have achieved 
many of their intended results. The 
current GDL Learners participating 
in the study2 reported less difficulty 
obtaining supervision than those in the 
former program, as well as increases 
in the number of hours of supervised 
driving practice attained, and decreases 
in unsupervised driving, offences and 
crash involvement.2

• A preliminary evaluation examining 
the impact of the new GDL system in 
Queensland on crashes is promising.19

• The results of Queensland’s GDL 
program review have implications for 
the development and evaluation of GDL 
programs throughout Australia and 
the world.

Parents play an 
essential role in the 
success of GDL programs 
in ensuring adequate 
supervised practice 
is gained.

Potential issues with GDL
Evaluation of Queensland’s current-GDL 
program has highlighted the following 
potential issues:12

• Logbook accuracy – Whilst research 
showed that 83% of participants reported 
completing their driving practice logbook 
accurately, the honesty of self-reported 
data cannot be guaranteed.

• Parent involvement – Parents play an 
essential role in the success of GDL 
programs in ensuring adequate supervised 
practice is gained.13,14

• Tendency to ‘cram’ driving practice to the 
end of the learner period – whilst one third 
of study participants commenced driving 
practice from the beginning of the learner 
period, 50% of males and 60% of females 
reported obtaining practice “mainly at 
the end” of the learner period. Continued 
persistent practice is the goal.

• Difficulties in monitoring compliance

• Punishment avoidance – Parents may take 
the demerit point penalty on the novice 
driver’s behalf, or novice drivers may be 
able to talk themselves out of a ticket for 

TABLE 1: 
Graduated driver licensing conditions and restrictions for the former-GDL and  
current-GDL programs for Learner drivers in Queensland.2,12

Former GDL program (before 1 July 2007) Current GDL program (after 1 July 2007)

Learner Theory Test 
Learner Licence

Learner Theory Test 
Learner Licence

• Minimum age 16 years 6 months
• Must be held for 6 months minimum
• Can accumulate 3 demerit points

• Zero alcohol limit if under 25 years 
 
 
 

• Must display L plates

• Must carry licence whilst driving

• Must drive under the direction of a person 
who holds, and has held, an open licence 
for that class of vehicle for at least 1 year

 
 
 

 

 

Q-Safe Practical Driving Assessment 
Provisional licence

• Minimum age 16 years
• Must be held for 12 months minimum
• Can accumulate 3 demerit points

• Zero alcohol limit if under 25 years 
(nb. New alcohol restrictions were 
introduced in Queensland on 1 July 2010 
limiting all novice drivers to a zero BAC 
limit, irrespective of age).

• Must display L plates

• Must carry licence whilst driving

• Must drive under the direction of a person 
who holds, and has held, an open licence 
for that class of vehicle for at least 1 year

• Must record 100 hours of certified 
supervised driving experience in a 
logbook, including 10 hours at night

• Must not use mobile phones, including 
hands-free/blue-tooth/loud-speaker, 
whilst driving

• Passenger(s) must not use mobile 
phones on loud-speaker function

Q-Safe Practical Driving Assessment 
Provisional licence P1

• Minimum age 17 years

• Can incur 3 demerit points

• Zero alcohol limit <25 years

• Must be held 3 yrs (<23 yrs); 2 yrs (23 
yrs); 1 year (>=24 yrs)

• Minimum age 17 years

• Can incur 3 demerit points in 1 year

• Zero alcohol limit <25 years

• Must be held minimum 1 year

• Must display P plates

• Must not use mobile phones, including 
hands-free/blue-tooth/loud-speaker, whilst 
driving

• Passenger(s) must not use mobile phone 
on loudspeaker function

• High-powered vehicle restriction

Hazard Perception Test

Provisional Licence P2
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the same offence on multiple occasions 
without records being kept. One quarter of 
male novice drivers interviewed reported 
actively avoiding police presence.

Compliance and enforcement
• Young novice drivers appear to become 

less compliant with road laws as they move 
through the GDL system.15

• Research conducted in California indicates 
that over half of new drivers receive a 
traffic infringement notice within three 
years of driving by themselves.16

• Parents may be more important than 
police in encouraging new drivers to 
comply with traffic laws.17

How can young driver/rider safety 
be improved?
• The most effective long term method to 

reduce a young person’s crash risk is to 
gain more on-road driving experience. 
It has been estimated that it takes 
young drivers and motorbike riders 
approximately three to five years to 
develop a full complement of driving 
skills. Increased driving experience leads 
to a reduction in crash risk by closing 
the gap between a driver’s/rider’s real 
and perceived ability and helps them to 
estimate and adapt to risk more quickly 
and appropriately.

• Parents and driving supervisors should 
be encouraged to provide novice drivers 
with as much supervised driving practice 
as possible. To achieve this, they should 
aim to spread the practice over the Learner 
period (e.g. 10 hours per month), rather 
than ‘cram’ it all in at the end, and continue 
to provide practice opportunities right up 
to the time of the intermediate licence 
test, even if the mandated hours have 
already been obtained. This supervision 
should include a variety of different 
driving circumstances, which progressively 
become more challenging in nature.

• Parents should not underestimate the 
important role they play in modelling safe 
driving behaviour and should demonstrate 
this at all times, both when in the 
supervisory role and in the driver’s seat.

• Although young people are inexperienced 
when it comes to driving on the road, we 
should not accept that this inevitably leads 
to an increased involvement in crashes.

The most effective long 
term method to reduce a 
young person’s crash risk 
is to gain more on-road 
driving experience. 

CARRS-Q’S WORK IN THE AREA
CARRS-Q has been and continues to be a 
leader within the domain of road safety 
for young and novice drivers. Some of our 
research has focussed upon:

• Factors influencing learner driver 
experiences.6

• The experiences of learner drivers, 
provisional drivers and supervisors with 
graduated driver licensing in two Australian 
jurisdictions.10

• Required hours of practice for learner 
drivers: A comparison between two 
Australian jurisdictions.20

• Mobility and safety are conflicting 
goals for transport policy makers when 
making decisions about graduated 
driver licensing.11

• A comprehensive investigation of the risky 
driving behaviour of young novice drivers.21

• Development of a resource kit for the 
Learner Driver Mentor Program.18

• Provision of advice on safer driving 
agreements.

• Driver project: Program framework and 
curriculum development.

• Reducing optimism bias in young novice 
drivers: The potential of accountability or 
insight experience interventions.

• Western Australian young driver study.

• Factors contributing to the noncompliance 
with road laws among young drivers.17

TABLE 2: 
Summary of the former-GDL and 
current-GDL program measures 
including comparative analyses, for 
novice drivers aged 17-19 years in 
a metropolitan and regional area 
in Queensland.2

Key measure Former 
GDL 
(n=149)

Current 
GDL 
(n=183)

Sociodemographic characteristics
Age (in years) 17.54 17.52

Gender (female) 51.7% 60.7%

Marital status (single) 91.3% 98.9%

Education  
(grade 12 or less)

97.3% 90.1%

Study status 
(studying)

69.2% 82.0%

Employment status 
(working)

89.2% 74.3%

Experiences as a Learner driver
Learner duration 
(months)

12.44 16.52

Unsupervised driving 
(novices) 
    Males 
    Females

16.9% 
25.0% 
9.2%

10.1% 
14.7% 
9.2%

Driving practice 63.28 108.77

Parents/friends 
supervisor

52.83 83.30

Mother main 
supervisor 
    Males 
    Females

42.6% 
45.8% 
39.5%

50.5% 
36.5% 
58.9%

Instructor main 
supervisor

30.4% 5.1%

Instructor supervisor 11.49 9.80

Difficulty practicing 
(difficult) 
    Males 
    Females

35.3% 
19.8% 
50.0%

23.2% 
14.7% 
28.0%

Gaining a provisional licence
Gained provisional 
(1st attempt)

61.5% 68.2%

Number of attempts 1.47 1.34

Learner driver behaviour:  
crashes & offences
Crashes 
    Males 
    Females

6.2% 
5.7% 
6.6%

1.9% 
5.2% 
0.0%

Offences 
    Males 
    Females

4.7% 
8.3% 
1.3%

0.6% 
0.0% 
1.0%
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Recent changes in the Queensland graduated 
licensing program have focussed on 
encouraging increased supervised practise. 
On the 11th of May, 2011, the United 
Nations launched the Decade of Action 
for Road Safety, 2011-2020.22 In response, 
governments from more than 70 countries 
around the world committed to improving 
road safety not only locally, but on a 
global scale.

In Australia, the 2011-2020 National Road 
Safety Strategy23 has been established. 
The Strategy:

• aims to reduce the number of people killed 
and seriously injured on Australian roads 
by at least 30%.

• is based on the Safe System principles 
of (1) safe roads, (2) safe speeds, (3) safe 
vehicles, (4) safe people.

• For young and novice drivers:

 ° safe roads means road safety 
improvements through Infrastructure 
investment;

 ° safe speeds means speed limits that 
balance safety with mobility needs, and 
greater compliance with speed limits by 
all drivers;

 ° safe vehicles means continued 
improvement in vehicle safety; and

 ° safe people means continued 
improvement in graduated driver 
licensing and road safety education 
programs.

• The progress of the National Road Safety 
Strategy will be evaluated on an ongoing 
basis, and a report summarising the steps 
taken and the associated outcomes will be 
released soon.
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