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Findings 

It remains unclear whether driver licensing pathways between young drivers in 
urban and rural areas differ when considering differences in financial status. 
Using a database of young new drivers in Ohio, we found that young rural 
drivers obtained their first licenses earlier and showed only small differences in 
licensing age and GDL-training completion across poverty levels, whereas low-
poverty young urban drivers were licensed much earlier and completed GDL 
training at higher rates than their high-poverty counterparts. Our findings 
inform strategies to reduce disparity in access to licensure and reduce the urban/
rural mobility gap for young drivers. 

1. QUESTIONS   
In many parts of the world, driving is necessary for teens to access education 
and employment opportunities. This is especially the case in auto-centric 
areas in the U.S. Graduated Driver Licensing laws in 29 U.S. states require 
teens to complete professional behind-the-wheel (BTW) training in addition 
to other instructions and practice before licensure (Walshe et al. 2024). 
However, individuals are responsible for the costs of BTW training, which 
costs an average of $462 in Ohio for the minimum eight-hour requirement. 
Studies have found that more affluent young drivers are more likely to obtain 
licenses early than less affluent ones (Dong, Wu, Jensen, et al. 2023; Dong, 
Wu, Walshe, et al. 2023; Vaca et al. 2021). Compared to urban teens, rural 
teens have fewer travel options other than driving. Their need for mobility 
independence might compel them to obtain licenses earlier than urban teens, 
who may have other mobility options that allow them to delay licensure to 
when they age out of GDL requirements (usually around age 18, as was 
the case in Ohio at the time of this study). In states that require BTW 
training, low-income rural teens face the hard choice of shouldering the 
financial burden of licensure or forgoing mobility independence. However, it 
remains unclear whether licensing pathways differ between young drivers in 
urban and rural areas, where car dependence and access to driver training vary 
substantially, and whether these differences are further stratified by financial 
status. 

We compared the age of obtaining first driver’s license and the completion 
rates of GDL-mandated training between young drivers from high-poverty 
and low-poverty urban and rural Census tracts in Ohio. Under the 

Dong, Xiaoxia, Jasmine Siyu Wu, and Elizabeth A. Walshe. 2026. “Urban-Rural and
Poverty-Related Differences in Young Driver Licensing Pathways in Ohio.” Findings,
ahead of print, March 11. https://doi.org/10.32866/001c.158237.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3907-3237
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3855-4872
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0466-4272
https://doi.org/10.32866/001c.158237
https://doi.org/10.32866/001c.158237


assumption that young rural drivers have greater needs for driving, we 
proposed three hypotheses: H1. Young rural drivers obtain first license earlier 
than young urban drivers; H2. The difference in the age of obtaining first 
license between high- and low-poverty young drivers is smaller in rural 
areas than in urban areas. H3. The difference in GDL-mandated training 
completion between high- and low-poverty young drivers is smaller in rural 
areas than in urban areas. Our study was enabled by access to a driver 
licensing database provided by the Ohio Bureau of Motor Vehicles. The 
database includes deidentified, complete licensing records of 122,456 young 
drivers 16-24 y.o. in Ohio between 2017 and 2019, when GDL policy applied 
to those under 18 y.o. An understanding of the licensing pathways by young 
urban and rural drivers across poverty levels could inform targeted measures 
to enhance mobility for young drivers and narrow the urban/rural mobility 
gap. 

2. METHODS   
We used t-test, ordinary least squares regression, and descriptive statistics to 
test the three hypotheses using the deidentified dataset. The dataset did not 
include drivers’ income. We matched the drivers’ reported home addresses to 
Census tracts and used the tracts’ poverty rates as a measure for the drivers’ 
financial status. We classified tracts with poverty rates in the 75th percentile 
of tract-level poverty rates across Ohio as high-poverty tracts. The other 
tracts were classified as low-poverty tracts. We classified tracts as rural if they 
contained no urban areas as designated by the U.S. Census Bureau. Urban 
tracts are Census tracts that intersect a Census-defined urbanized area and 
may include varying levels of urbanization. 

For H1, we used one-tailed t-test to examine whether the mean age (in 
years) of first licensure was lower for young rural drivers than for young 
urban drivers. For H2, we used OLS regression to predict the age of first 
licensure using the urban/rural classification of young drivers’ home Census 
tracts, the poverty status of young drivers’ home Census tracts, and the 
interaction between the urban/rural classification and the poverty status of 
young drivers’ home Census tracts. For H3, we used descriptive statistics to 
compare the share of young drivers who completed GDL-mandated training 
across four Census tract classes: urban high-poverty, urban low-poverty, rural 
high-poverty, and rural low-poverty. 

3. FINDINGS   
In general, young rural drivers obtained a driver’s license earlier than young 
urban drivers (Figure 1). One tailed t-test (t = -40.5, p-value = 0.000) indicates 
that the average age at which young rural drivers (17 y.o.) obtained first license 
was significantly younger than that for young urban drivers (17.7 y.o.) with a 
moderate effect size (r = 0.335). 
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Figure 1. Distribution of the age of first licensure (outliers omitted for clarity) by urban/rural classification and poverty 
level (Notes: The minimum age to receive a probationary license in Ohio is 16 y.o.) 

Table 1. Parameter estimates from OLS regression predicting age of first licensure by urban/rural classification and poverty status of young 
drivers’ home Census tracts 

Coefficient (S.E.) 

Intercept 17.032*** (0.021) 

Urban tract 0.400*** (0.022) 

High poverty tract 0.233** (0.083) 

Urban tract × High poverty tract 1.702*** (0.085) 

Adjusted R-squared 0.111 

Significance levels: < 0.001 ***, < 0.01 **, < 0.05* 

The OLS model (Table 1) shows that in rural areas, the average difference in 
the age of first licensure between young drivers from high- and low-poverty 
tracts was 0.233 (p-value = 0.005). In comparison, the difference in the age 
of first licensure between young drivers from high- and low-poverty urban 
tracts was much bigger and more significant (1.702 + 0.233 = 1.935, p-value 
= 0.000). 

Regardless of poverty level, a higher percentage of young rural drivers 
completed GDL-mandated driver training than young urban drivers (Figure 
2), indicating that a bigger share of young rural than young urban drivers 
intended to obtain a driver’s license before 18, when teens age out of GDL 
requirements. In rural areas, the share of young drivers in low-poverty tracts 
who completed GDL-mandated training was 5 percentage points higher 
than the share of young drivers in high-poverty tracts. In urban areas, the 
difference in shares between low- and high-poverty tracts was nearly 40 
percentage points. 
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Figure 2. Share of young drivers who completed GDL-mandated driver training by urban/rural classification and 
poverty level 

Our study shows that, on average, young rural drivers obtained their first 
license earlier than young urban drivers. The urban poverty gap is more 
than eight times the rural gap in terms of age of first licensure. Additionally, 
GDL-training completion rate was substantially lower in high-poverty tracts 
than in low-poverty tracts in urban areas, but comparable between high- 
and low-poverty rural tracts. Our findings in a state with GDL-mandated 
BTW training suggest that, possibly due to having few travel options beyond 
driving, young rural drivers in high-poverty areas might have a greater need 
for licensure, and their need might be less sensitive to poverty level than that 
for young urban drivers. This finding highlights the importance of licensure 
access support in high-poverty rural areas. This crucial understanding could 
inform strategies to reduce disparity in access to licensure and enhance 
mobility for young drivers. 
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