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Abstract

Research in this field over the years has suggested that road crashes are the reason behind numerous
deaths per year worldwide. Studying all risk factors related to these accidents reveals the considerable
importance of the human factor. Alcohol, speeding, physiological state or failure to use safety measures
are the most important, but the validity of the driving license is studied to a lesser extent. This is why this
non-systematic review of the literature is conducted. A statistically significant relationship between expi-
red, suspended or revoked driving licenses and accident risk was found. In addition, this review revealed
that the risk of road crash among unlicensed drivers is closely linked to other sort of human factors, main-
ly alcohol, drug use and speeding. Sex and age have been important demographic parameters in studies,

concluding that men and young people are more likely to drive without a valid license.
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1. Introduction

Road crashes are included within the injuries of ex-
ternal cause and are defined as a generally involun-
tary event caused, at least, by a vehicle in motion
that damages people and goods involved in it. This
affects the traffic flow of vehicles on the roads in-
volved or within the area of influence of the road
crash (1).

According to the World Health Organization, road
crashes are the cause of 1.3 million deaths worldwi-
de each year. In addition, they are the leading cause
of death among children and young people aged
5-29 years. These two data bring to light very worr-
ying figures, which are even higher if we take into
account that 93% of the deaths related to road cras-
hes happen in middle and low-income countries
(2). As for Spain, there were 37,892 injury accidents
and 1,195 fatal accidents in 2018 (3). Most research
on road crashes in Europe is focused on the causes
of these accidents. These can be either human (e.g.
alcohol consumption, drug use, physiological state
while driving or speeding), mechanical or climatic.
However, there is not enough research on the va-
lidity of driving licenses as a human risk factor in
victims of road crashes (4). On the other hand, in
the United States and Australia there are more pu-
blished articles on license status as a cause of the
accidents (5).

Therefore, a non-systematic review to study the
effect of driving without a valid license on the risk
of causing a road crash was conducted. As a matter
of clarification, not having a valid license or being
an unlicensed driver involves: (1) people who have
never obtained their driving license, (2) those who-
se driving license has been suspended or revoked
for violating traffic regulations, (3) or those whose
driving license has expired.

2. Methods

An international non-systematic review of articles
published in the MEDLINE database through the
open access search engine PubMed was performed.

The aim of this review was to check whether the-
re is a relationship between driving license status
and road crashes. To this end, the study popula-
tion was those drivers who drove on roads with an
expired, suspended or revoked driving license, or
who had no license. This population was compared
with drivers who did have a valid driving license.
In this way, a relationship between the illegitimate
use of the driving license and the potential risk of
road crashes was established. As mentioned abo-
ve, the approach to the literature search was based
on retrieving articles dealing with the relationship
between the risk of road crashes and driving licen-
se status. For this purpose, the focus was on two
factors when selecting the articles: (1) to include
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unlicensed drivers in the study, and (2) to include
studies where the rate of road crashes in a region is
related to the validity of the driving license.

The selection of articles was carried out following
these criteria: their date of publication was delimi-
ted to the last 15 years (2005-2020), and no search
filters were applied regarding the language, becau-
se it was considered that this review would have an
international scope. The keywords used to search
the articles were chosen following the terminology
thesaurus MeSH (Medical Subject Headings), and
they were chosen freely according to our study
hypothesis. To streamline the search process in
PubMed, a search formula was created: (unlicensed
OR disqualified OR lost) AND driv* AND (traffic
injuries OR traffic crashes). This formula covers un-
licensed drivers (study population), drivers in ge-
neral (including drivers with a valid driving licen-
se, allowing the comparison with the study group),
and road crashes, so that drivers can be related to
the accident.

As a result, eight relevant documents were selec-
ted from the total of 113 references found. Although
these eight documents included the desired para-
meters to deal with the hypothesis, three of them
were discarded because they used as the main pa-
rameter the Graduated Driving Licensing (GDL),
which did not fit our research question. Another
article was discarded because it focused on solu-
tions that could be applied to prevent unlicensed
driving. Finally, we focused on the four remaining
articles, which were the basis of this non-systematic
review (5, 8-10) (Figure 1).

3. Results

The actual prevalence of unlicensed drivers in the
general population and the risk of being involved
in a road crash are unknown. However, some stu-
dies appear to suggest that unlicensed drivers are
more likely to be involved in road crashes, and the-
se tend to be more serious.

According to studies carried out in some countries,
a considerable part of road crashes is caused by un-
licensed drivers. Australia and the US estimate that
unlicensed drivers are involved in 10-20% of fatal
accidents (6).

In addition, according to data by Foundation for
Traffic Safety (7), an unlicensed driver is involved
in one out of five fatal accidents in the US. The risk
of road crash is higher for those who never obtained
a driving license compared to those whose license
had been revoked. Nevertheless, in Europe there is
a lack of studies on unlicensed drivers and their in-
volvement in road crashes (5).
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Some studies, such as the one carried out by Stepha-
nie Blows et al. (8), investigated the prevalence of
unlicensed drivers among those who had had a
road crash and had been hospitalized or had pas-
sed away (cases), in comparison with people who
were driving in the same area and had not had an
accident (controls).

In the interview with the drivers, several factors,
such as driving license status, alcohol, the state of
the vehicle, the Stanford Sleepiness Scale, the speed
of the vehicle, and seat belt use were considered.
Adjusting for sex and age, a strong association
between unlicensed drivers and fatal crashes was
found, since 12% of cases did not possess a driving
license as opposed to 1% of controls (Table 1). The
article concluded that, in terms of road crashes, un-
licensed drivers represented a statistically signifi-
cant risk group up to three times as high compared
to licensed drivers. Other risk factors and possible
confounders were also analyzed, with ethnicity,
educational level, Stanford Sleepiness Scale, alcohol
and time of driving exposure being the ones contri-
buting most likely to being involved in a fatal crash.
Furthermore, it was observed that unlicensed dri-
vers presented risky driving behaviors, such as al-
cohol consumption, speeding or not wearing a seat
belt, thus increasing the risk of road crash, the pos-
sibilities of being found guilty, and being involved
in more serious road crashes. It should be conside-
red in this article that the controls not answering
the survey might also be unlicensed drivers, which
would lead to overestimate the number of drivers
without a valid driving license in the cases group.

Therefore, there are other documents that pre-
sent data supporting these ideas, such as the one
conducted by Sukhvir S. Brar (9). The data in this
study were obtained from the road crash databa-
ses known as Fatality Analysis Reporting System
(FARS) and Statewide Integrated Traffic Records
System (SWITRS). The first database reports on li-
censed drivers, whereas the second one reports on
the guilt of the drivers involved in the road crash.
The factors considered for this study were the date
and time of the accident, the age and sex of the
driver and the model year of the vehicle. The acci-
dents selected were those where two vehicles were
involved (passenger cars or light trucks) with iden-
tified drivers having a valid or revoked driving li-
cense, or not having one. The accidents where two
people or none were guilty were discarded.

It was observed that the prevailing age group in
this type of accidents ranged from 20 to 29 years.
Those unlicensed drivers crashing tended to be
younger than those with a valid driving license.
Furthermore, those with a revoked or suspended




The Potential Risk of Road Crashes due to Illegitimate Use of the Driving License

license or those who did not possess one were twice
as involved in road crashes as those with a valid
license. Their fatality relative risk ratio was higher
than 1 (2.6 for those with a revoked or suspended
driving license, and 2.7 for those without license) in
all years analyzed.

With regard to the higher propensity to be invol-
ved in a fatal road crash among young people wi-
thout a valid driving license, some data were also
found in the study by Jonathan Fu et al. (10). In
this paper, variables such as the license status, sex
of the passenger, alcohol consumption, number
of passengers, year of the accident and whether
it took place in an urban or rural area were stu-
died. It concluded that young drivers (25-34 years
old) without driving license are often involved in
a higher number of fatal crashes and present cer-
tain risk behaviors (e.g. drug and alcohol abuse,
speeding, and a lower seat belt use). Among the
victims, 10.51% were unlicensed and 8.8% had an
expired license (Table 2).

It should be noted that these drivers also play
an important role in the safety behavior of their
passengers. This study showed that the use of a
safety system such as the seat belt by the driver
is a predictor of its use by the passengers (10)
(some of these data are collected in Table 2). It
is thus concluded that driving without a license
represented a statistically significant risk for the
absence of use of the passenger restraint system.
It was also observed that the presence of a young
female passenger in the vehicle led to safer dri-
ving practices by young male drivers, whereas a
young male passenger was associated with more
dangerous driving practices for both male and fe-
male drivers (10).

Finally, the study conducted by Friduly Sagberg
(5) concluded that, in accordance with the results
of previous work, unlicensed drivers face a higher
risk of road crash (3%) than other drivers (1.4%), in
addition to being of a more serious magnitude. Spe-
eding, drug use, alcohol consumption and reckless-
ness are more frequent among unlicensed drivers
and among those responsible for the accident both
with or without a license. Alcohol or drug influence
was found in 50% of unlicensed drivers, compared
to 17% of licensed drivers.

4. Discussion

According to one of the studies used as a referen-
ce (8), drivers with an expired license are twice as
likely to have initiated the accident. Despite their
coincidences in several factors, we found differen-
ces both in sample sizes and in the duration of the
studies (8, 9).

There is a strong association among unlicensed dri-
vers between negligence committed based on age
and sex (5, 8-10). Road crash rate is higher among
young people, specifically between 15 and 39 years
of age (9) (Figure 2). Nevertheless, there were no
significant associations in other studies (8) between
the license status and the age demographic varia-
ble due to the small size of the sample used for the
study. Furthermore, it was shown that men are
more likely to drive without a valid driving license
than women (9) (Figure 2).

As argued in one of the studies (8), it is unlikely
that driving without a license increases per se the
risks of suffering injuries due to road crashes, as
this is probably due to its association with other
factors. Among the factors that can affect accident
rate along with an expired driving license, the au-
thors agree that alcohol and drug use are the main
causes (8, 9). Sleepiness, speeding and seat belt use
should also be noted (5, 8-10). With regard to the
factors mentioned, a sex distinction concerning
seat belt use is made, with women tending to wear
it more, which is in turn related to safer driving
practices in comparison with men - all that based
on the age demographic factor, specifically among
young people (10).

Regarding all the parameters measured in the do-
cuments of interest, there are barely any contradic-
tions between the results of the studies. All of them
agree on the existence of an association between
road crash rates and the illegitimate use of driving
licenses. Therefore, it can be concluded that unli-
censed drivers are more involved in road crashes
than licensed drivers (5, 8-10). Nevertheless, this
non-systematic review presents some limitations,
as it focused on a very specific research question.
As a consequence, we were obliged to exclude stu-
dies not fulfilling the selection criteria. As mentio-
ned at the beginning, there are differences in sam-
ple size and duration between studies, which does
not allow for certain parameters to be measured in
some of them. As a result, a comparison under the
same conditions cannot be established. Furthermo-
re, the restriction of articles on this study hypothe-
sis to specific geographical areas renders the results
obtained not completely representative on a global
scale.

5. Conclusions

Road crashes are a well-studied event all over the
world. The numerous studies on the field identify
alcohol, bad state of the car, speeding or age as clear
risk factors leading to an accident while driving.
Among these factors, one that is not as well explo-
red as the rest is worth mentioning: the validity of
the driving license.



When conducting this non-systematic review, a
small number of studies analyzing the connection
between road crashes and the possession of a dri-
ving license was identified. The articles found on
this last risk factor show as a first remarkable fact
that almost all of them were carried out in the Uni-
ted States or Australia, and very few in Europe.
According to the study hypothesis and its literatu-
re search, this makes the results obtained not com-
pletely representative on a global scale. In addition
to this, all concluded that driving without a valid
driving license is directly associated with higher ac-
cident rates. This situation is usually linked to other
types of negligent behavior, such as alcohol con-
sumption, speeding or failure to use vehicle safety
measures. Likewise, among unlicensed drivers, the
profile of the young male driver stands out.

In view of this non-systematic review and the re-
sults obtained in it, it can be concluded that, due to
the scarcity of research on the main topic (especia-
lly in Europe), it is necessary to design new studies
collecting new data to analyze the relationship exa-
mined and subsequently extrapolate the results to a
global scale.
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Annex I: Tables
Stephanie Blows et al.
Cases Controls
571 588
Licensed 87.9% 98.8%
Unlicensed 11.6% 1.1%
*Expired/suspended/revoked *1.9% *0.02%
*Not obtained *9.6% *1.1%
Do not know /lost 0.5% 0.1%
Male 65.3% 58.7%
Female 34.7% 41.3%
Table 1. Adapted from Table 1 of (8).
Jonathan Fu et al.
Injured Seat belt use
Licensed 80.7% 43.5%
Unlicensed 19.3% 56.5%
*Expired/suspended/revoked *8.8% *30.3%
*Not obtained *10.51% *31.1%
Male passenger 10.1% unlicensed 37.6%
Female passenger 4.5% unlicensed 46.7%
Passenger of a drunk driver 27.5%
Passenger of a sober driver 47.1%

Table 2. Adapted from Tables 1 & 2 of (10).
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Annex II: Figures

- Search formula:
MEDLINE {Unlicensed OR disqualified OR lost) AND
{PubMed)

driv* AND (traffic injuries OR traffic crashes)

[
13
articles
i ———
Discard criteria:
1. The article deals exclusively with the risk of road crash as a result of having some Kind

of iliness

2. The article only studies young drivers

3. Causes of road crashes are exclusively related to drug use, behavior or lifestyle

4. The article only deals with accident prevention measures or with damage assessment
5. Only motorcycles are taken into account as vehicle in the study

6. Road crashes are exclusively fatal

7. The articles establishes a relationship between the nationality of drivers, their wealth
and the area where they live as the only reasons of the risk of road crash
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Figure 1. Flowchart representing the article selection process of this non-systematic review.
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