
1 
 

Parents’ perceptions of driver education: a theoretically guided qualitative 
investigation 

David Rodwella*, Marina Alexandera b, Lyndel Batesb, Grégoire S. Laruea & Barry Watsona 

a Queensland University of Technology, Centre for Accident Research and Road Safety – 

Queensland (CARRS-Q), Institute for Health and Biomedical Innovation, Brisbane, Australia  

b School of Criminology and Criminal Justice and Griffith Criminology Institute, Griffith 

University, Brisbane, Australia 

*Corresponding Author 

 

Email:  d3.rodwell@qut.edu.au 

ORCID ID: 0000-0002-3858-4879 

Phone: 61 7 3138 4879 

 

Submitted to Transportation Research Part F: Traffic Psychology and Behaviour on 2nd April 

2020 

Word Count: 6255 not including abstract, tables, figures, and reference list.  

mailto:d3.rodwell@qut.edu.au


2 
 

Parents’ perceptions of driver education: a theoretically guided qualitative 
investigation 

 

ABSTRACT 
In many jurisdictions with Graduated Driver Licensing systems, such as those in North 

America, Australia, and New Zealand, parents play an important role in teaching their child 

how to drive and facilitating their access to formal driver education. This study explored 

parents’ views on these processes in a theoretically grounded manner using the Goals for 

Driver Education (GDE) Framework. The GDE framework groups influences on young driver 

behaviour into four interconnected hierarchical levels: vehicle manoeuvring (Level 1), 

mastery of traffic situations (Level 2), goals and contexts for driving (Level 3) and goals for 

life and skills for living (Level 4). Fourteen parents of novice drivers participated in five focus 

groups held in urban and regional locations in South East Queensland, Australia. A six-step 

thematic analysis was used consisting of 1) familiarisation with the data, 2) generation of 

initial codes, 3) searching for themes, 4) reviewing themes, 5) defining and naming themes 

and 6) producing the report. Parents indicated that they were more likely to outsource the 

teaching of skills at Levels 1 and 2 of the GDE to professional driving instructors as they were 

concerned that they would pass bad habits onto their child or they were unaware of the 

road rules that their child was required to follow. Parents believed that they were able to 

more effectively teach skills located on Levels 3 and 4 of the GDE framework because they 

had a greater knowledge of their child when compared with professional educators. The 

study findings can be used to develop an intervention that would support parents to more 

effectively supervise learner drivers. 
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Parents’ perceptions of driver education: a theoretically guided qualitative 
investigation  

1 Introduction 

Young novice drivers who are 25 years or younger are over-represented in car crashes 

internationally (Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, 2019) and in Australia (Bureau 

of Infrastructure Transport and Regional Economics, 2018). This ‘young driver problem’ has 

been recognised by researchers and policy makers for a substantial period of time 

(Goldstein, 1972). A range of influences contribute to why young novice drivers crash more 

than other driving groups (Shope & Bingham, 2008). Major Influences for young driver 

crashes include age, gender, and underdeveloped driving skills (Bates, Davey, Watson, King, 

& Armstrong, 2014). However, contextual factors also play a role, particularly 

developmental, social and environmental factors (Cassarino & Murphy, 2018). Crashes 

involving young people place a high burden on society in terms of medical, rehabilitation 

and social reintegration costs (Buckis, Lenné, & Fitzharris, 2015). Along with professional 

driver education and training (Beanland, Goode, Salmon, & Lenné, 2013), many places in 

Australasia (Scott-Parker, 2016) and North America (Williams, 2017) have adopted 

Graduated Driver Licensing (GDL) programs to better protect young drivers. Some GDL 

programs incorporate informal supervision of young drivers by a licensed driver, most 

commonly their parents (Bates, Watson, & King, 2014; Groeger & Brady, 2004). This paper 

reports on an exploratory study of parents of young drivers. 

1.1 Driver education and training  

It is difficult to succinctly define driver education and training. This is partly because a broad 

range of techniques and programs are described as driver education and training (Royal 

Automobile Club of Victoria, 2016) and partly because, while often conflated, driver 

education and driver training are qualitatively different (Beanland et al., 2013). Driver 

training refers to specific instruction about the operation of a vehicle, for example how and 

when to use a turning signal. Conversely, driver education is more broadly focused and 

includes topics like safe driving attitudes and life values (e.g., Kennedy, Cullen, Firman, 

Fleiter, & Lewis, 2018). Moreover, the distinction between driver training and driver 

education is often not understood by the general public who generally think that driver 

education and driver training are the same (McKenna, 2010). Some evaluation research 
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suggests that young driver education and training, particularly when focused only on basic 

skill building, is not effective at reducing young driver crashes (Beanland et al., 2013; Royal 

Automobile Club of Victoria, 2016). 

Technological tools have been introduced in many areas in an attempt to improve the 

effectiveness of safety interventions (Omaki et al., 2017). Driving simulators can be used as 

driver education and training tools for young novice drivers and incorporated into licensing 

systems (Bates, Filtness, & Watson, 2018), such as the Netherlands (SWOV, 2010). Some 

studies have demonstrated beneficial effects for both procedural and higher-order cognitive 

driving skills after using driving simulators (Vlakveld et al., 2011). Moreover, simulator 

training provided in combination with traditional methods has shown beneficial effects for 

young driver safety (Hirsch & Bellavance, 2017). However, some studies suggest that the 

potential benefit of driving simulators is complex in practice and requires further research. 

In one study, young people who were trained with simulators, as an adjunct to traditional 

methods, were found to have riskier post training attitudes towards safety compared to a 

control group trained as usual despite in vehicle data suggesting the simulator trained group 

drove more safely (Rosenbloom & Eldror, 2014). Due to these contradictory findings more 

research on the efficacy of using driving simulators is required  (Martín-delosReyes et al., 

2019). However, in a previous study (Rodwell et al., 2019) about the use of driving 

simulators in driver education, asking participants to draw a driving simulator for use in 

driver education resulted in a wide-ranging discussion that included suggestions about 

driver education in general. The authors of this paper commented that the ‘draw-and-talk’ 

process led to greater cognitive engagement from participants. 

1.2 Goals for Driver Education 

One holistic framework that seeks to systematise the diversity of influences on young 

drivers is the Goals for Driver Education (GDE; Berg, 2006). Underpinned by social cognitive 

theory of mental models (Keskinen, 2007), the GDE groups influences on young driver 

behaviour into four interconnected hierarchical levels (Hatakka, Keskinen, Gregersen, Glad, 

& Hernetkoski, 2002). The GDE levels are vehicle manoeuvring (Level 1), mastery of traffic 

situations (Level 2), goals and contexts of driving (Level 3), and goals for life and skills for 

living (Level 4). Each level can have a bidirectional influence on the other levels and is 
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considered within broader aspects of the drivers’ knowledge and skills, personal 

susceptibility to risks, and level of self-awareness (Peraaho, Keskinen, & Hatakka, 2003).  

Figure 1 displays the GDE which has been adapted from Hatakka et al. (2002). In the figure, 

each level of the GDE is represented in the central column. The double-ended arrows 

represent the theoretical influence that each level can have on the other levels. For 

example, the arrows on the left indicate that GDE level 4 has influence on and is influenced 

by both GDE Level 2 and GDE level 1. The relationship between GDE level 4 and GDE level 3 

is represented by the small arrow between these two boxes. Individual differences are also 

incorporated into the GDE which, in Figure 1, are represented in the box on the right-hand 

side of the diagram and are shown to feed into each of the GDE levels. As can be seen the 

GDE is not a static model but one that has a high degree of dynamism which must be taken 

into account when developing and evaluating driver education.  

   

 

Figure 1 The Goals for Driver Education (adapted from Hatakka et al., 2002). Each level of 
the GDE is represented in the central column. The double-ended arrows represent the 
theoretical influence that each level can have on the other levels. 

 

Research suggests the GDE is not currently used as effectively as it could be in the design 

and operation of professional young driver education and training (Rodwell et al., 2018, 

2019; Watson-Brown, Scott-Parker, & Senserrick, 2018). Additionally, while developed 

Goals for life and skills for living (Level 4) 

Goals and contexts of driving (Level 3) 

Mastery of traffic situations (Level 2) 

Vehicle manoeuvring (Level 1) 
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within the paradigm of professional driver education, the GDE has the potential to inform 

and improve parental supervision, particularly within a GDL system. For example, research 

indicates parents are often confused about what skills should be prioritised and sequenced 

during supervised practice (Mirman & Kay, 2012). The GDE provides a logical framework to 

guide and educate parents of learner drivers, as well as professional instructors. However, a 

preliminary ‘train the trainer’ module may be required. 

1.3 Graduated Driver Licensing (GDL) 

GDL is based on the principle that young people should develop and practice driving skills 

early in their driving career in conditions of lower risk (Foss, 2007). GDL programs divide the 

young novice driver period into stages with different specific conditions imposed upon the 

driver at each stage (Senserrick & Williams, 2015). For example, in Queensland, Australia, 

there is a four stage GDL program. This program consists of a learner stage where young 

drivers are supervised by an experienced driver over the age of 21 years; a highly restricted 

Provisional 1 (P1) stage that allows independent driving subject to additional conditions; a 

Provisional 2 (P2) stage where some of the P1 restrictions are relaxed; and a final open or 

unrestricted stage.  

In short, GDL is a cohort-wide response to the ‘young driver problem’ rather than a targeted 

intervention for a specific young person (Bates et al., 2018). Evaluations suggest that GDL 

programs are effective at reducing young driver crashes (Williams, 2017). However, other 

research indicates that young driver compliance with GDL conditions is not always optimal 

(Goodwin, Wells, Foss, & Williams, 2006). In some cases young driver non-compliance 

occurs due to lack of knowledge of specific restrictions included in each stage (Truelove, 

Freeman, & Davey, 2019). In other cases, young drivers are complacent, or may intentionally 

ignore GDL conditions, especially as police enforcement of GDL conditions may be difficult 

or a low priority (Bates, Rodwell, & Matthews, 2019). As a result, monitoring driving 

behaviours and sanctioning breaches of GDL restrictions often falls to parents of young 

drivers (Brookland, Begg, Langley, & Ameratunga, 2014; Simons-Morton, 2007). However, 

while GDL systems provide an effective, staged approach to learning to drive independently, 

sanctions may be rarely enforced because parents have limited knowledge of GDL 

restrictions. For example, in one study from NZ, 54% of parents had limited knowledge of 

GDL conditions (Brookland et al., 2014). 
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1.4 Parents and supervised driving practice 

GDL programs generally begin with a supervised learner stage before progressing to 

independent driving. While many young drivers receive some professional driver education 

during the learner stage, studies show that parents are usually the default primary driver 

supervisors (Bates, Watson, et al., 2014; Jacobsohn, Garcia-Espana, Durbin, Erkoboni, & 

Winston, 2012). As discussed above, other research explains parents are not always aware 

of GDL conditions nor familiar with current driving rules and regulations (Brookland et al., 

2014). Likewise, parent supervisors in jurisdictions with GDL programs do not always 

provide supervision and training across diverse driving contexts and conditions (Goodwin, 

Margolis, & Waller, 2010).  

A limited number of studies have observed parents and children during the supervised 

practice period of the GDL systems (e.g., Goodwin, Foss, Margolis, & Harrel, 2014), and 

some studies have similarly investigated interpersonal factors that may impact the 

supervised driving period (Ehsani, Kar, Klauer, Dingus, & Simons-Morton, 2018). Only, a few 

studies (e.g., Mirman & Kay, 2012) have focused solely on parents’ perceptions, motivations 

and influences during this time. In many GDL jurisdictions parents are, if not explicitly, 

implicitly expected to provide driving instruction to their novice driver children. At the very 

least, parents hold much of the decision-making power in relation to the type of driver 

education or practice their child will receive. A number of interventions and programs for 

parents of young drivers have been developed, with mixed success in terms of efficacy 

(Curry, Peek-Asa, Hamann, & Mirman, 2015). As such, in many places, parents are a critical 

aspect of the driver licensing system for young drivers but their level of involvement, 

motivations for, and understanding of driver education are not well known.  

The current study is part of a larger program of research investigating driver education and 

the use of technology, such as driving simulators, (Rodwell et al., 2018, 2019). The current 

study seeks to explore parent’s views on learning to drive and supervised driving practice in 

an exploratory, qualitative, holistic, and theoretically grounded manner. The dearth of 

previous research in this area invites the use of a qualitative method that allows an in-depth 

and flexible mode of investigation that can be used to provide a foundation of 
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understanding to be built upon. The main aim of the study is to use the GDE framework to 

understand parents’ perceptions of the learning to drive process. Findings such as this may 

be useful for driving supervisors, driver education organisations and policy makers to 

develop interventions that support parent/supervisors and gain a nuanced perspective of 

how parents navigate GDL systems.   

2 Method 

2.1 Context 

The study was conducted in the Australian State of Queensland. At the time of the study, a 

four stage GDL system was in operation in Queensland which consisted of a fully supervised 

learner stage, followed by an intermediate provisional stage, which itself was divided into 

two sections which each had various restrictions (e.g., on carrying peer passengers at 

certain times), and a final open or unrestricted licence stage (Queensland Department of 

Transport and Main Roads, 2020b). Young people at the Learner and Provisional licence 

stages have fewer demerit points (maximum of 4 over a 12 month period) that they can 

accrue for rule violations than open licence holders (maximum of 12 over a 3 year period). 

No mandatory professional driver education and training was required in Queensland at the 

time of the study, and young people could move through the GDL system with only informal 

driver education provided by their parents. Professional driving instruction, for payment, is 

available and regulated by the State government which sets out the minimum standards in 

terms of training and accreditation for driving instructors (Queensland Department of 

Transport and Main Roads, 2020a). As noted, it is highly likely that young people in 

Queensland, receive a mix of informal driver education with parents and professional 

instruction (Bates, Watson, & King, 2014). 

2.2 Participants 

14 parents (Female = 62%) of pre-learner, learner, and provisional (intermediate) licenced 

drivers participated in the study. Participants were recruited with the assistance of a driver 

education facility located in regional southeast Queensland and via a research recruitment 

email list at a metropolitan university. All participants had supervised at least one learner 

driver. The collection of socio-demographic data was limited to parent gender.  
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2.3 Procedure 

Five focus groups were conducted between September and November 2018. One group 

contained five participants, one group contained three participants and, due to the non-

arrival of invited individuals, three groups contained two participants. Individuals could not 

participate in multiple focus groups. Three of the focus groups were held at the regional 

driver education facility and two were held at the university campus. The focus groups used 

semi-structured questions (Table 1) to explore parental perceptions of how novice drivers 

learn to drive within the context of the GDE. The focus group schedule was designed by the 

authors based on their experience with previous focus groups that they had conducted with 

parents and other members of the driving community. The schedule was developed using 

an iterative process where the authors first devised question stems and prompts 

individually. The items were pooled together and a discussion was held by the authors. 

Amendments to the focus group schedule were made based on group consensus until the 

final schedule emerged.  

During the second half of the focus groups participants were provided with large sheets of 

paper and coloured pens and asked to draw a driving simulator that could be used to teach 

essential skills for learner drivers. This technique has been used in previous research with 

driver educators and young drivers (Rodwell et al., 2019). While the use of driving 

simulators to assist with learning to drive was not a focus of the current study, the task was 

included to prompt parents to think more broadly and laterally about learning to drive, and 

to enable them to access non-verbal thoughts or implicit associations about learning to 

drive.  

The focus groups took 80 minutes on average and were audio-recorded and professionally 

transcribed. Participant information forms were provided to participants prior to beginning 

the groups. Participants were given the opportunity to ask questions before the group 

began. Fully informed consent was obtained by asking each participant to sign a consent 

form prior to beginning the focus group. Most focus groups were facilitated by trained 

research assistants, although one author (LB) was a facilitator for two focus groups. Each 

participant received a $20 shopping voucher for petrol as an incentive for participation. The 

Queensland University of Technology provided ethics approval for the study (approval 

number: 17000000422). 
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Table 1 Focus group questions and prompts 

General questions 
 What do you believe will help your child obtain a drivers’ licence? Are you 

encouraging/supporting your child to obtain a drivers’ licence? 
 

 Do you believe there is a difference between obtaining a drivers’ licence and driving 
safely? If there are differences, what are these differences? 
 

GDE Questions 
 What will help your child drive safely? Whose role is it to teach these?  
  Is it necessary for them to master vehicle control skills?  
  Is it necessary for them to master the ability to control a car in traffic?  
  Is it necessary for them to know about why they are driving or things that may 

increase risks for them while driving (e.g. fatigue)?  
  Is it necessary for them to know about various aspects of their life that affect 

their driving (e.g. age)? 
 

Driving simulator invention task 
 Can you tell us a bit more about the simulator you have drawn?  
  Please explain a bit more about your simulator?  
  What does everyone think about this simulator? 
  What are the positives of this design? Any negatives? 

 

 Could using simulators improve young drivers knowledge or attitudes about safe 
driving? Or their self-awareness as a driver? 

  Why/Why not? How? 
 

 Does anyone have any thoughts about the potential for using driving simulators in a 
Student Driver Awareness course? Or in driver education and training generally? 

  Would it be valuable? 
  How effective? 

 

 How effective would a driving simulator be at teaching… 
  Vehicle control skills? 
  The ability to control a car in traffic? 
  Awareness why they are driving or things that may increase risks for them 

while driving (e.g. fatigue)? 
  Awareness of various aspects of their life that affect their driving (e.g. age)? 
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Conclusion 
 Is there any other thoughts or comments you wanted to add? 

 

2.4 Analysis 

A six step thematic analysis method was applied to the transcripts (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

The steps involved: 1) familiarisation with the data, 2) generation of initial codes, 3) 

searching for themes, 4) reviewing themes, 5) defining and naming themes and 6) producing 

the report. This method allows the development of themes using both deductive and 

inductive theoretical positions (see Appendix A for a detailed description of the analysis). 

Two researchers (MA and LB) independently read and coded two transcripts (first pass), met 

to discuss differences in their respective initial codes, and recoded the initial two transcripts 

with the revised codes (second pass). This preparatory step provided MA with a more 

thorough and nuanced understanding of the GDE as LB is a subject matter expert on the 

GDE and young drivers. MA then proceeded to encode the entire dataset. Once all 

transcripts were encoded MA and LB met to develop candidate themes. The initial analysis 

was deductive, where codes were grouped within the predefined GDE levels (GDE levels 1-

4). However, two interrelated underlying inductive (latent) themes were also found (GDL 

issues: problems and solutions and Parent Supervisor Training). Latent themes ‘report 

concepts and assumptions underpinning the data’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and are often 

used in combination with a deductive approach to thematic analysis. The Parent Supervisor 

Training theme was later understood as a means to solve the problems identified by parents 

and was therefore combined with the GDL issues: problems and solutions theme. These two 

latent themes were later combined into the final theme “GDL Issues: problems and 

solutions”. Table 2 provides examples of initial codes and provisional themes, while Table 3 

identifies final theme names and provides a brief description of each.  

Table 2 Initial codes and provisional themes 

Text fragment (quote) Initial code Provisional themes 
I thought it was important that I 
didn’t pass on my bad habits.  

Pass on bad habits GDE level 1 
Parent/supervisor 
training 
GDL issues 
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I think parents need to go to (a 
driver refresher course) and read the 
rule book again.  

Parents forget the rules, 
skills 

GDE level 2 
Parent/supervisor 
training 
GDL issues 
 

We chose (driving school) so they are 
aware of what to look out for and 
what are the main issue, especially 
pedestrians. 
 

PDI to fill the gap GDE Level 2 

So it's just about organising them, 
making sure that they've got that 
time and the ability to understand 
that sometimes there's going to be 
traffic, sometimes you're going to 
have to stop and get fuel.  
 

Driving safely is about 
planning ahead 

GDE level 3 

So the difference between driving 
and safely driving is definitely 
knowing the consequence of those 
actions and that that speed is going 
to change lives.  
 

Knowledge comes with 
experience 

GDE level 3 and 4 
Obtaining a licence 
versus experience 
GDL issues 
 

The last year has been hell for us and 
they're all learning new aspects of 
life. I think they need to be aware 
that their emotions, that what's 
going on in their environment, their 
social interactions, that all of those 
have an effect on the way they drive.  
 

Becoming aware of 
emotions, different 
environments, and social 
interactions  

GDE level 4 

My boys, I already know, do things 
that I do that probably shouldn't do. 

Pass on bad habits Parent/supervisor 
training 
GDL issues 
 

Sometimes parents just don’t have 
the skillset or knowledge or 
capability. 

Parents forget the rules, 
skills 

Parent/supervisor 
training 
GDL issues 

Note. PDI = Private Driving 
Instructors 
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Table 3 Final themes 

Theme name Description Type 

GDE 1: vehicle 
manoeuvring 

Parents expressed concern about 
passing on bad habits – frequently 
outsourced training 

Deductive (predetermined) 

GDE 2: mastery of traffic 
situations 

Parents were unsure of current road 
rules and GDL conditions – frequently 
outsourced training 

Deductive (predetermined) 

GDE 3: goals and context 
of driving 

Road sense develops over time – seldom 
outsourced teaching of skills at this level 

Deductive (predetermined) 

GDE 4: goals for life and 
skills for living 

Self-awareness is central to this skill set 
– seldom outsourced teaching of skills at 
this level 

Deductive (predetermined) 

GDL issues: problems and 
solutions 

Underlying theme occurring throughout 
the focus groups transcripts – desire for 
some form of parent/supervisor training 

Latent (inductive) 

 

3 Results and discussion 

The results and discussion of the main deductive analysis are presented first (GDE levels 1-

4), followed by the secondary inductive (latent themes) analysis (GDL issues). Figure 2 

visualises key sentiments expressed by parents and how these relate to the GDE skills 

framework. In general, participants were worried about teaching their teenager vehicle 

operating skills (GDE 1) and how to manage traffic situations (GDE 2), often outsourcing the 

acquisition of these skills to private driving instructors (PDI). Conversely, parents did not 

generally discuss outsourcing the teaching of GDE 3 and GDE 4 skills, considering these skills 

in the wider context of general parenting. However, many parents expressed difficulties 

with teaching their child to drive, at all levels of the GDE, due to problematic 

parent/adolescent relationships. These results echo Goodwin et al.’s (2010) research that 

found many US parents were anxious when supervising their child, becoming overly critical 

or nervous during driving lessons and, in some cases, resulting in the young driver refusing 
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to drive with their parents. Other research suggests parents use a mix of professional driver 

education and parental supervision (Bates, Watson, et al., 2014; Jacobsohn et al., 2012; 

Watson, Bates, Scott-Parker, King, & Hyde, 2011) and often recommend the use of PDI to 

other parents of learner drivers (Naz & Scott-Parker, 2017). This study also showed parents 

frequently choose to outsource the teaching of basic driving skills and techniques (GDE 1 

and GDE 2) to reduce parent/child conflict.  

 

Figure 2 The Goals for Driver Education (GDE) and how parents discuss the supervisor role 

3.1 GDE 1 - vehicle manoeuvring and GDE 2 - mastery of traffic situations 

GDE 1 skills involve mastering vehicle controls, manoeuvring a vehicle, and using basic 

safety procedures like mirror checking and learning foundational road rules (for example 

foundational road rules like speed limits, when to use turning signals, and GDL regulations). 

GDE 2 skills include mastering different traffic situations and building hazard perception 

skills. Overall, parents reported outsourced the training of GDE 1 and GDE 2 skills to ‘fill the 

gap’ in their own knowledge; to avoid ‘passing on bad habits’; because they were time poor; 

or were concerned about avoiding conflict in the adolescent period of development. Indeed, 

not wanting to ‘pass on bad habits’ was the most common sentiment across all of the focus 
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groups. For example, parents worried about how to hold ‘the steering wheel correctly’, 

correct techniques for ‘ABS braking’ and mirror checks, ‘look in your mirror, don’t turn your 

head’. One parent commented that after completing a driver training course ‘the kids came 

back and really told us off’ for their lack of correct vehicle control techniques. Thus, parents 

were anxious about their perceived lack of knowledge and the potential for passing on ‘bad 

habits’, justifying the cost of PDI, ‘you give them lots of money because they do a good job’. 

These sentiments concur with the results of a naturalistic driving study conducted in the 

United States (Goodwin et al., 2014) that found fear of passing on bad driving habits, 

particularly basic vehicle operation habits, was a common concern of parent supervisors.  

Other participants spoke about outsourcing early lessons to avoid potential parent-

adolescent conflict, ‘it’s good to see someone else (other than parents) drive and their 

technique for stopping, for turning, for how far is it to use the blinker’. Within the learning to 

drive context, conflict can also occur when parents share supervision duties but lack a 

consistent approach. As one parent put it, ‘your kid is like well, Dad said do this and then you 

said this’. Another parent complained about challenging adolescent attitudes: 

“I also found that I'm like, mate, you're braking too late, you're braking too 

late, that kind of thing, and he's like, shit, will you relax, I know what I'm 

doing. They never take your - they think you're being oversensitive or 

whatever. I'm sure he wouldn’t say that if the driving instructor said you're 

breaking too late.”  

A meta-analysis examining research on parent-adolescent conflict concluded that while 

conflict is more common in early adolescence it becomes less frequent but more unpleasant 

in mid-late adolescence (Laursen, Coy, & Collins, 1998). As driving supervision is generally 

provided by parents for their children who are mid-late adolescents, it is not surprising that 

this concern was raised by parents in the focus groups. Moreover, driving supervision may 

be particularly susceptible to conflict as it occurs in a confined space (the vehicle); while 

engaging in an activity that is potentially life-threatening (driving); with an operator that is 

unskilled (the learner driver); who may not accurately be able to calibrate their perception 

of their skill level with their actual skill (Horrey, Lesch, Mitsopoulos-Rubens, & Lee, 2015). 
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Outsourcing the teaching of GDE level 1 skills was also described in more pragmatic terms. 

For example, some parents said they were time poor or preferred to start supervising 

lessons once their child understood basic vehicle controls and road safety. One parent 

explained they purchased initial lessons ‘to start the car … have those initial lessons and 

then I can take it from there’. Another parent chose a driving school to make sure early skills 

were taught in a safe (non-public road) environment before taking them onto a busy road,  

‘(the driving school) gave him some insights into braking and I think the theory of making 

him talk about it and think about it’ and ‘maybe just showing them what the effects are’. 

Likewise, many parents chose to outsource the training of critical GDE 2 skills including 

developing hazard perception skills before taking them on the road. Hazard perception 

involves understanding that other road users can be unpredictable and, because they do not 

always follow the road rules, there is a need to anticipate what might happen and make 

controlled actions to remain safe (Horswill & McKenna, 2004). One parent chose to 

purchase a two-day course to teach their child ‘what to look out for and what are the main 

issues, especially pedestrians’. Another parent, whose child also attended the two-day 

course said, ‘(the driving school) take them on the hill (overlooking a busy roundabout) … she 

couldn’t believe how bad a lot of people are and she said, they’re worse than us learners’. 

These examples demonstrate a pragmatic approach that many parent-supervisors apply, 

outsourcing basic car manoeuvring (GDE 1) and traffic safety (GDE 2) skills before taking 

responsibility for more advanced GDE 3 and GDE 4 supervision.  

Some parents reflected on their lack of knowledge of current road rules, citing this as a 

major reason for using driving schools or driving instructors in the early stages of learning to 

drive. For example, one parent said, ‘I think I’m okay, but I don’t think I would be the best 

necessarily because it’s a long time since I did my test’. Another parent expressed a similar 

view, stating, ‘you forget things when you get older’. As discussed earlier, lack of up-to-date 

road rule knowledge was demonstrated in a NZ study where parents showed low awareness 

of GDL rules and restrictions (Brookland et al., 2014) and in an Australian study where some 

young drivers claimed parents are not always up to date with current road rules (Glendon, 

2013). More recent Australian research also found both young drivers and their parents 

were ignorant of some GDL restrictions (Truelove et al., 2019), highlighting the challenges 

faced by road authorities in communicating GDL conditions effectively.  
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In summary, parents chose to purchase professional driving instruction in the early stages of 

learning to drive for a range of reasons including the perception that they lack up-to-date 

road rule knowledge, because they fear of passing on bad driving habits, and in order to 

avoid parent/child conflict.  

3.2 GDE 3 – Goals and context of driving 

GDE Level 3 skills are psychosocial in nature, in contrast to the more technical and 

operational skills found at level 1 and 2 (Peraaho et al., 2003). While some driving goals are 

practical and simply involve transportation of people and goods to one place from another, 

other goals of driving are more aspirational. For example, a driver licence may represent the 

attainment of higher status in a young person’s peer group or community recognition of 

‘adult’ status (Moller, 2004). Similarly, the contexts of driving are numerous, and involve 

decisions about when and how to drive (Berg, 2006). For example, contextual factors 

include developing personal awareness and making good choices about whether to drive 

when fatigued (personal context) or when visibility is low (environmental context). A recent 

study of learner drivers and their parents found most instruction centred on the immediate 

aspects of driving, corresponding to vehicle operation skills and manoeuvring in traffic 

situations in the GDE, with little or no focus on higher order instruction (Ehsani et al., 2017).  

It is worth noting that parents in the current study rarely spoke about outsourcing the 

training of GDE level 3 skills. GDE level 3 skills were described as a kind of intelligence or 

‘road sense’. One participant described road sense as becoming ‘aware of what’s actually 

going on and the consequences of what’s happening and what could happen’. In other 

words, road sense is gained through more driving experience, and has connections with GDE 

level 2 skills (‘aware of what’s actually going on’). However, road sense was also associated 

with the higher-level goal of driving responsibly. For example, driving responsibly includes 

allowing sufficient time to arrive at a destination (e.g. a job interview), removing the 

temptation to drive over the speed limit or to take unnecessary risks that could lead to a 

road crash (‘what could happen’).   

In general, participants spoke about GDE level 3 (and GDE level 4) skills when asked the 

question “Do you think there is a difference between getting a licence and driving safely?” 

While one participant argued teaching road sense was difficult, ‘you can’t teach that in a 
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book. That stuff has got to – you’ve got (to) get on the road’, another participant described 

engaging in general day-to-day conversations when teaching their teenager good decision-

making skills. One parent said they regularly ‘talk to (their child) about that (fatigue)’ and 

had ‘discussed pretty much every situation with them’. Similarly, another participant said 

contextual factors were difficult to ‘create ... in a normal (driving) environment’ instead 

developing over time, through everyday conversations. Some parents actively exposed their 

young drivers to different driving scenarios by ‘taking them on to – into somewhere that’s a 

little bit unfamiliar, so they do have to consciously make decisions more than they might 

otherwise.’  In this case, the parent again describes using the level 2 skills (mastery of driving 

contexts) to help their child develop skills connected to the goals and contexts of driving 

(GDE level 3).  

Another strategy used by parents was to limit access to the family vehicle until their child 

developed more road sense. For example, one parent commented that their son ‘wanted to 

go off and run around with a mate just because he could. I just said, “No”, you’ve got to -

there’s got to be a reason for going out. I’m not big on joyriding’. In this case the parent 

realises their child has an aspirational goal to impress his peers and quickly places 

boundaries around access to the vehicle to safeguard their child. The reasoning is explicit; 

‘there’s got to be reason (for driving)’. While research suggests that parents, rather than 

police, are the main enforcer of road rules in GDL systems (Bates, Rodwell, et al., 2019), in 

this example the parent also sets clear boundaries about how and when the young driver 

has access to the family car. The development of a parent-teen driving contract that sets out 

boundary conditions in relation to vehicle use by children could be an important basic 

intervention to prevent the risky driving of young novice drivers (Simons-Morton, 2007). 

However, the effectiveness of driving contracts has not received much research attention 

and may be culturally-specific or influenced by relationship factors between parents and 

their child (Scott-Parker, Soole, Buckley, Senserrick, & Watson, 2012). 

Thus, participants used a range of strategies including family conversations; exposing the 

child to different driving contexts; and restricting access to the family vehicle to guide their 

young driver in developing an understanding of GDE level 3 skills. As summed up by one 

parent, young drivers were safe drivers when ‘they're starting to resemble consistently good 
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drivers, rather than that sort of patchy - good at controlling the vehicle, not so good at road 

awareness or caution’.  

3.3 GDE 4 – Goals for life and skills for living  

GDE level 4 captures more abstract, macro-environmental and less driving-specific but 

nonetheless influential factors on driving behaviour (Hatakka et al., 2002). Like GDE level 3, 

parents rarely spoke about outsourcing education and training at this level. While 

participants often outsourced teaching vehicle control skills (GDE level 1) and how to deal 

with ‘in-the-moment’ traffic events (GDE level 2) they argued there was more to becoming a 

‘safe’ driver. For example, one parent said ‘I don’t know whether you can teach that or 

whether you have to experience it to a degree yourself. I think things aren’t necessarily 

covered in the process (of learning to drive)’. Another parent said, ‘you can’t drive for 

yourself; you’ve got to drive for everyone else’, explaining the driver’s responsibility to other 

road users and their own passengers.  

When parents provided anecdotes of safe driving behaviours, they often discussed beliefs, 

morals, and values, linking these concepts to respect and responsibility. One parent said 

that ‘from the get-go it's just teaching your kids about the value of life and respecting others 

because I think a lot of people don't really respect others at all’. Another parent referred to 

morals or a type of inner monologue - ‘it’s sort of like their conscience’. Similarly, driving 

safely was portrayed as involving self-assessment and self-reflection and considering ‘[the] 

person who just cut them off, that might have been [me] yesterday. [I] could have done that 

same thing…or [maybe I could do it] tomorrow’.  

Some parents also described GDE level 4 (goals for life, skills for living) in relation to the 

parent/child relationships during adolescence, often in connection with the gender of the 

parent. In this context, gender was referenced to describe parental competence (rather 

than child competence), particularly in relation to impulse control. For example, one father 

claimed that mothers were better at high stress environments because they were calm and 

less emotional or worried. Another father said that ‘it was [his female partner] doing the 

first part and then bringing me in once it was past the point where I would get stressed 

about the safety point of view, then handing it pretty much to me for the last - for the home 

stretch.’ Similarly, another father stated he was better at ‘instructing in the technical 
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processes, whereas my wife is probably more patient in the sort of high stress environment 

where the kids are first getting behind the wheel’. It is possible these more general 

parent/child influences impact the experience of learning to drive and constitute an 

important GDE level 4 consideration, particularly as parents are the primary driving 

supervisors in many GDL systems. Moreover, it is worth noting that fathers in the current 

study sometimes describe themselves as more susceptible to parent-child relationship 

stress, and in some cases limit their involvement in teaching their child to drive.  

Other research has, similarly, found that mothers are more likely to provide supervised 

driving practice for their children (Bates, Watson, & King, 2013). If this is the case, providing 

fathers with stress management tools or strategies to improve communication with their 

child may lead to their increased involvement during the learner period of GDL programs. 

Conversely, the tendency for mothers to take responsibility for routine child related tasks is 

perhaps more culturally determined. International research suggests that mothers, at least 

from infancy to late childhood, are more likely than fathers to complete most routine and 

non-routine (talk-based) childcare activities (Craig & Mullan, 2011). In the current study, one 

mother explained, ‘[the father] couldn’t because he was always at work...so, it was left to 

me’. On another occasion a father commented, ‘my wife probably did the majority of it, 

going through Ls, doing the 100 hours’. These comments are reflective of the influence of 

gender roles on parental involvement in driver education and are therefore illustrative of a 

macro-contextual factor located on GDE level 4. Although the researchers noted the above 

differences in relation to comments regarding gender roles, these were a minor feature of 

the analysis and should not be overemphasised. Nonetheless, one possibility is to explore 

gender difference in relation to parent involvement in GDL systems in a wider reaching 

(more participants) follow up study.  

3.4 GDL issues: problems and solutions (Lack of parent/supervisor training) 

Figure 3 visualises codes and subthemes that fed into the final, inductive, theme identified 

from the discussions in the focus groups. Parents consistently commented on their need for 

some form of parent/supervisor training due to, for example, their perceived lack of 

knowledge of current road rules or GDL restrictions, or their concern over teaching correct 

vehicle operation techniques. Some parents expressed exasperation when supervising their 

young drivers, citing difficult parent/child interactions during the adolescent stage of 
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development. Generally, parents worried they may be bad role models and did not want to 

pass on bad habits. Another problem identified was dividing the supervision between two 

(or more) people leading to confusion about the ‘correct’ road rule or driving technique. As 

one parent commented, ‘your kid is like well, “Dad said do this and then you said this”’. As 

discussed, a common reason parents said they needed supervisor training was to refresh 

their knowledge, ‘I actually think parents need – I think all drivers need to go and do [a 

driver education program] and need to read the rulebook again’. While many parents may 

be very conversant with rules applicable to young drivers, some studies show that parents 

are often unaware of GDL rules and requirements (Truelove et al., 2019; Waller, Olk, & 

Shope, 2000). It is possible that this lack of knowledge may lead to confusion and potential 

conflict between parents and young drivers. It is also possible that many parents may 

believe that regularly refreshing their knowledge and understanding of road rules is 

beneficial regardless of how up to date they are. More research is needed to investigate 

differing levels of knowledge of GDL rules, or the different understandings and 

interpretations of them, that young drivers and parents have as a potential source of 

conflict.  

 

 

Figure 3 GDL Issues: problems and solutions 
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Some parents worried how parent/child conflict during the adolescent stage affected their 

role as driving supervisor. Young people learn to drive in Australia from age 16 onwards, 

coinciding with the adolescent developmental period. As mentioned above, one meta-

analysis indicates that although there is a decrease in parent/child conflict over the 

adolescent years, this is accompanied by an increase in the affective intensity of conflicts 

(Laursen et al., 1998). These authors suggest that during this developmental period 

“disagreements between parents and children grow less frequent but more unpleasant” (p. 

829). As such, in Australian and many other jurisdictions, the period in which a young person 

learns to drive coincides with the period when conflict with parents is most aversive. What 

is clear from the comments in the current study, and other research, is the parent/child 

relationship is in flux during the adolescent years leading to parental concern about how to 

supervise their learner driver. Moreover, in the current study, some fathers actively avoided 

driving supervision claiming that their female partners were more suited to the role. 

Therefore, providing parents with training in more general relationship skills to manage 

these conflicts could improve the quality of driving practice for both child and parent.  

4 General discussion 

The learner stage is an important part of the GDL process with those who spend more time 

as a learner driver experiencing a lower crash risk once they begin solo driving (Gulliver, 

Begg, Brookland, Ameratunga, & Langley, 2013). While previous studies have considered the 

role of the GDE framework in driver education and training (Bates, Hawkins, et al., 2019; 

Rodwell et al., 2018; Watson-Brown et al., 2018), this is the first study to apply this 

framework to the use of informal driver education for novice drivers. The use of the GDE 

framework in the current study enabled the exploration of parental perceptions of how 

their child learns to drive. It also allowed the identification of where parents faced 

challenges in how they provided support.  

Both formal and informal forms of driver education are important (Tronsmoen, 2010). 

However, this study suggests that parents may be more likely to outsource the training of 

skills in the lower levels of the GDE. This appears related to concerns that they are passing 

on bad habits or are unaware that they know the road rules that their children will be 
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expected to follow. Additionally, the parents making up this sample reported being worried 

that teaching their child the skills contained in GDE 1and 2 may create conflict between 

themselves and their child. These parents saw that the provision of professional driving 

lessons and driver education would overcome these possible issues.  

The higher levels of the GDE framework are important as the driving behaviour of young 

drivers is influenced by motives apart from safety (Moller, 2004). Research suggests that 

driving instruction that focusses on higher-order skills has the potential to reduce young 

drivers engagement with risky driving behaviours (Watson-Brown, Scott-Parker, & 

Senserrick, 2019). The parents in this sample did not generally indicate that training related 

to GDE 3 or GDE 4 should be outsourced. Parents have greater knowledge of their child than 

professional educators and therefore could be better placed to help them learn skills at 

these GDE levels. However, an underlying cultural factor within the focus group discussion 

at the higher levels of the GDE was the role of gender. Some comments underlined 

differences in how mothers and fathers supervise their child and deal with parent/child 

conflict. Further research in gender-based roles and driving supervision is therefore 

recommended. Despite this, the parents in the focus groups did appear to feel confident in 

their ability to teach their children skills related to these levels.  

Parents within the current study expressed that they were not always aware of the best way 

to supervise their child. Other research has investigated ways in which parents may be 

assisted to provide quality driver education for their children. For example, the use of 

booklets and cards designed to encourage parents to become actively involved with their 

child while they learnt to drive and during the first months of solo driving has been 

investigated (Chaudhary, Ferguson, & Herbel, 2004). However, the booklets and cards did 

not appear to affect the practice driving undertaken by the new driver or the involvement of 

parents during the learner stage. An investigation of a compulsory parent-teen education 

program identified that parents were generally supportive of the program and felt that they 

had learnt new things that would help them be better supervisors(Chaudhary, Williams, & 

Casanova, 2010). However, the research did not identify how the information that was 

learnt in the program translated into practice with the supervision of their child’s driving.  
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A more recent study found that parents being given a Parent Guide did not pass their driving 

test any earlier, nor did they self-report riskier driving behaviours after they obtained their 

licence (Buckley, Shope, Zakrajsek, & Goldstick, 2018). However, it did provide parents with 

strategies to remain calm and manage their stress. Curry et al. (2015) reviewed programs 

targeted at parents for both the learner and intermediate phases of the GDL system. They 

identified limited benefits in passively distributing materials to parents but that some 

interventions involving contact with parents demonstrated effectiveness. These programs 

were more expensive and difficult to deliver on larger scales. There was mixed evidence for 

programs that involved in-vehicle data recorders (Curry et al., 2015). Given the findings of 

the current study and those reviewed here, it is suggested that further research is needed 

that explores what constitutes a best practice program for parents of learner drivers, the 

most appropriate delivery methods and the efficacy of the programs.  

A limitation of this study is that there were more female participants than male participants 

within the focus groups. However, this is consistent with research indicating that mothers 

are more likely than fathers to provide the bulk of supervision to learner drivers (Bates et 

al., 2013). It is also recognised that a limitation of the study was that no detailed socio-

demographic data was collected about the participating parents (other than gender) or their 

children. In retrospect, the incorporation of information such as parent age, licence 

category, crash history, and child age and gender may have opened up other factors that 

may have led to a greater understanding of the way parents perceive their involvement in 

driver education and training. It is suggested that future research should investigate 

demographic factors such as these.   

Additionally, the focus groups occurred within a relatively small geographic region (south 

east Queensland, Australia) which may limit the ability to generalise the findings of this 

study to other areas. However, participants were recruited from both urban and regional 

areas. Parents in the regional areas were recruited with the assistance of a specific local 

driver education organisation and, therefore, may have responses that were influenced by 

their experience of the driver education provided by that organisation. It should be 

recognised that since all parents involved in this study, regardless of location, volunteered 

to participate and thus may be more safety conscious in general than parents overall.  
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One final aspect of the study that should serve as an impetus for future research is that the 

focus of the study was on the knowledge and skills individual difference within the GDE. 

Pragmatically, this focus allowed the research team to examine aspects of driver education 

that the parents in the study would more likely have experienced or previously considered. 

Conversely, asking a parent about how they would teach self-evaluation and awareness 

skills, particularly on the higher levels, would have required them to engage in a very 

abstract thought process. Nevertheless, research is needed regarding how parents include 

self-evaluation and awareness skills and risk-increasing factors in the driver education and 

training they provide, and methods should be developed to investigate these important 

aspects of the GDE.      

The findings from this study could be used to assist in the development of a parent 

intervention program. This program would need to be thoroughly evaluated in order to 

identify the impact on novice drivers’ risky behaviours. However, this study also suggests 

that the GDE framework is useful in developing our understanding of private supervision of 

learner drivers and thus can be applied outside of formal driver education contexts. Indeed, 

studies using the GDE as a basis may help extend our knowledge of the optimal mix of 

training, driver education and private supervision that should be provided to new drivers in 

order to develop their skills appropriately and reduce their crash risk. Additionally, this 

study provides some initial information to the road safety research community about the 

reasons parents choose to teach their children some driving skills but not others. This 

information can be used to develop effective interventions for parents. Although, as noted 

above, there is a need to consider a range of factors related to parent intervention 

programs including the content and the delivery mechanism. 

5 Conclusion 

Overall, this study has helped develop our understanding of how parents perceive the 

learning to drive process experienced by their children within the context of the GDE 

framework. The parents in the current study identified that they found supervising their 

child challenging at all four levels of the GDE framework. However, they appeared to be 

more likely to outsource parts of the supervision process at GDE levels 1 and 2 to 

professional driving instructors and driver educators in order to reduce conflict with their 

child and address their perceived outdated driving knowledge. They also appeared to be less 
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likely to outsource the learning to drive process at GDE levels 3 and 4 due to their 

perception that they had stronger knowledge of their children which was relevant to 

increasing their understanding of the goals and context of trips and the values for living. 

Similarly, the findings indicated that these parents believed an intervention to support them 

as supervised learner drivers may be beneficial. Overall, the findings of the current study, 

which was qualitative in nature and exploratory suggest there may be benefit in conducting 

future studies with larger, representative samples of parents to begin to understand and 

address issues in parent-provided novice driver supervision.   
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Appendix A. 

A1 Background to methodology and analysis 

This study used the Reflexive Thematic Analysis (TA) method outlined by  Braun and Clarke 

(2006) to produce a qualitative, detailed, and nuanced account of the data. The approach 

employed is mainly deductive, analysing the dataset in relation to a theoretical framework – 

the Goals for Driver Education (GDE) (Hatakka et al., 2002). Reflexive TA is used to analyse 

individual experiences, views and opinions, behaviours or practices, the processes that 

underpin particular experiences or decisions, societal rules and norms, and how social 

objects (e.g. gender) are constructed and represented in different contexts. In this study 

individual experiences, views, opinions, and behaviours of parent supervisors of young 

drivers are analysed. Other forms of qualitative analysis include discourse analysis, content 

analysis, interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), and Grounded Theory. However, 

these are more suited to linguistic studies (discourse analysis), comparative analysis of 

demographic characteristics (IPA), building new theory grounded in psycho-social factors 

(grounded theory), or mixed methods studies using software programs (e.g. NVivo) that 

quantify and evaluate data extracts.  

Reflexive TA foregrounds the researchers’ professional experience, ontological and 

epistemological standpoints and is subjective in nature. The authors are experts on young 

driver education (LB, DR, BW), road safety (LB, GR, DR, BW), the GDE (LB and DR) and have 

extensive working experience in qualitative research methods (LB, MA, DR). Although the 

authors have diverse ontological/epistemological viewpoints, the main thematic analysis 

work was performed by MA in consultation with LB who share a critical or ‘subtle’ realist 

ontological view of the world and a constructionist epistemology. Inherently, this viewpoint 

poses that all things are in the process of being constructed and can therefore be changed 

or improved. DR conducted the literature review and ensured the analysis was integrated 

with the young driver and GDE academic literature. BW and GL provided their professional 

perspective and analytic scrutiny in relation to young driver research, driver education and 

training and road safety research in general. BW, particularly, was able to draw from his 

international road safety experience, in both research and practice, gained via leadership 

positions as director of CARRS-Q and in the Global Road Safety Partnership.   
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Although all authors contributed, MA was responsible for generating the codes that formed 

the basis of the thematic analysis and was involved in all aspects of the overall analytical 

approach. The implicit understanding during the coding and analysis was that there is no 

‘accurate’ or objective coding of the data, instead the findings are subjective in nature and 

are actively interpreted by the researchers. To increase the robustness of the analysis, MA 

consulted extensively with the entire team during several full team meetings and individuals 

with LB and DR regarding aspects of the GDE and young driver research. As an initial 

reflective exercise, both MA and LB placed initial codes on data extracts from two of the five 

focus group transcripts. This preparatory process led to discussion about the 

interdependencies of the GDE levels and helped MA to encode the dataset with a deeper 

understanding of the theoretical constructs within the GDE. Moreover, during regular team 

meetings MA discussed each stage of the analysis and team members responded to queries 

about aspects of young driver education in their area of expertise.  

The unique demographic characteristics (e.g. gender, age, race, employment) of individual 

participants was not a focus for this study. However, one of the study subthemes did 

introduce the category of gender as a possible differential factor in how parents share the 

supervisor role. Despite this, the current exploratory study does not aim to draw strong 

conclusions regarding gender, demography, or psychological factors. Instead the aim was to 

highlight the understandings and opinions of parent supervisors about driver education and 

their role in it, in Queensland, Australia which operates a Graduated Driver Licensing 

system. The GDE framework provided a foundational, organising and theoretical scaffolding 

upon which understanding of parent involvement in driver education could be gained.  

A2 Description of method 

The analysis interprets transcripts of five focus groups in relation to the GDE framework. A 

drawing task involving sketching a perceived ideal driving simulator for learning to drive was 

included for parents to access non-verbal thoughts about their experiences as a driving 

supervisor, particularly the challenges involved and how these could be addressed. The 

drawings were completed at the midpoint of the focus group, providing a visual focal point 

for discussion about the supervisor task in the second half of the discussions. While 

responses and comments specific to the driving simulator drawings are not included for 

analysis in the current paper, the drawing task was an important methodological inclusion. 
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Previous experience with this task (Rodwell et al., 2019), was found by the authors to be 

highly beneficial. The drawing task: asks individuals to be active rather than passive 

participants; provides a focal point for discussions to be centred upon which can be 

important when discussing abstract concepts or those that participants might be unfamiliar 

with or hesitant to talk about; and leads to greater cognitive engagement. Moreover, 

drawing tasks are theorised to enable individuals to access and organise implicit or 

subconscious opinions or modes of thought. A future paper, focusing specifically on the 

drawing task is planned.  

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) Reflexive TA involves a 6-phase process: (1) familiarisation with 

data, (2) coding, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming 

themes, (6) Writing up. As discussed by Braun and Clarke, the phases are not always straight 

forward and often overlap in a reflexive process.  

A3 Familiarisation with data (and theoretical underpinnings) 

MA read through the dataset several times, taking extensive notes before beginning the 

coding process. MA read literature to become familiar with the GDE and novice driver 

research. The team met to deliberate on the questions/aims that would best guide the 

analysis. The aim of the study was to ‘to use the GDE framework to understand parents’ 

perceptions of the learning to drive process’. This initial phase ensured the GDE was 

integrated in the analysis in a theoretically grounded manner.  

A4 Searching for initial codes (and thinking about candidate themes)  

This phase (or first pass of the dataset) involved developing codes that describe important 

features of the data. This coding was guided by the GDE framework and was therefore 

mostly deductive and theory driven. However, some codes (e.g. parent gender) were not 

directly related to the GDE framework instead pertaining to the supervisor/learner 

relationship. These codes were ‘latent’ (or inductive) in nature, involving active analysis and 

interpretation from the researcher being derived from the data rather than from the study’s 

theoretical foundation. Some of these inductive codes were incorporated into the ‘GDL 

issues: problems and solutions’ major theme.  For example, one of the initial latent codes, 

‘each child is different’, was used when participants talked about their child’s nature and 

personality. The (latent) underlying meaning understood by the researcher was that 
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individual learning styles are different and, therefore, teaching or supervising should be 

tailored to each child. In contrast, the code ‘need to be aware of what and who is around’ 

contains a straightforward (semantic) meaning about driving safely by scanning the road 

environment.  

MA encoded each transcript using the ‘Comments’ feature in Word. The codes were either 

direct quotes or a paraphrase of interesting sentiments expressed by the parents. 

Occasionally, a GDE candidate theme name was also applied reflecting the researchers 

grounding in the theoretical framework. For example, when the ‘each child is different’ code 

was used, a GDE level 4 (goals for life, skills for living) was assigned to indicate a reflective 

understanding about their child’s personal attributes, motivations, and opinions. 

Conversely, when the code ‘driving safely is about planning ahead’ was chosen, GDE 3 (goals 

and context of driving) was applied. Occasionally a code was applied without a 

corresponding GDE level candidate theme. For example, the code ‘mother supervises 

because father is too busy’ did not relate to the GDE, instead indicating a family dynamic or, 

perhaps, a culturally predetermined stereotype. Thus, the initial coding process captured 

the participants’ sentiment, and provided an opportunity to think about theoretically 

grounded candidate themes.  

A5 Searching for themes  

This phase (or second pass) focused on examining the codes and candidate themes (and 

associated data fragments) to start developing theme names. Some candidate theme names 

were deductive, being predetermined from the GDE framework. During this second pass 

other candidate themes were also assigned to codes. Candidate theme names included: 

gender difference; PDI to fill the gap; parent/supervisor training; licence versus safe driving; 

timing of education; and role model. These short descriptors grouped related codes to be 

further developed in the analysis. MA decided to use a multipage Excel spreadsheet to 

organise the codes and candidate themes. The spreadsheet contained a separate sheet for 

each focus group transcript, another sheet to compile a list of candidate themes and their 

descriptors, and a sheet listing the focus group questions. On transcript sheets, each code 

was entered on a single row with columns for gender (of parent), GDE level candidate 

themes, other candidate themes, and type of instruction (if the code referred to a type of 

professional driver instruction). Thus, the spreadsheet became a flexible tool for analysis. 
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MA could switch between sheets to compare focus groups, build a candidate themes list 

with descriptors, and relate these to the aims of the research (by referring to the focus 

group questions). The Excel Query function provided a quick way to show all codes 

corresponding to a candidate theme or a range of themes (for example all codes assigned 

GDE level 3 or discussing ‘parent/supervisor training’). Figure A1 shows an extract from one 

of the Excel sheets.  

 

Figure A1: Extract of Excel spreadsheet used in the analysis 

Towards the end of this stage MA and LB met to consider final theme names. They decided 

to retain the GDE levels as scaffolding major themes within the analysis. MA constructed a 

series of thematic maps representing the relationships between minor and major themes 

and how code names clustered around minor themes. In figure A2, minor themes are shown 

surrounding the GDE level they relate to. A number is shown after the theme name in some 

of the minor theme boxes. So, for example, in the major theme GDE1 (when parents discuss 

vehicle operation skills), a box representing a minor theme ‘PDI to fill the gap’ occurs 11 

times (PDI refers to professional driver education). While in GDE4, ‘ PDI to fill the gap’ 

occurs only once. Although numerical counts were not the primary indicator of concordance 

in the analysis, this relatively large discrepancy between parental mentions indicates that 

parents discussed outsourcing PDI to ‘fill the gap’ in GD1 topics substantially more than they 

did when discussing GD4 topics.   
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Figure A2: Relationship between GDE 1-4 major themes and minor themes 

Thematic maps were also created for the candidate minor themes: Parent supervisor 

training, Gender difference, Simulators (drawn by parents), and GDL Issues: problems and 

solutions. As an illustrative example, figure A3 shows how parents discussed gender 

difference in relation to their own supervisory tasks and their child’s attitude/competencies 

when learning to drive.  
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Figure A3: How parents discuss gender – codes grouped around parents and learner driver 
‘gender difference’ minor theme 
 

A6 Reviewing themes  

Two levels of reviewing occurred at this stage. First, MA developed another Excel 

spreadsheet with theme names and coded extracts to examine thematic coherence. The 

spreadsheet contained columns for what type of PDI was discussed, minor theme 

(subtheme), and participant quotes (data extracts). To enable checking of transcripts for 

context a column for transcript group name was also added. Figure 4 is an extract from the 

Worksheet containing the GD1 major theme.  
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Figure 4: Extract of Excel worksheet listing theme names and data extracts  

Second, the new spreadsheet assisted MA to consider the validity of the themes in relation 

to the entire dataset. This meant re-reading all transcripts and adjusting subthemes, 

themes, minor themes and extracts where necessary. This two-step process helped clarify if 

theme names and descriptions made analytic sense. Moreover, it helped develop the main 

conclusions of the analysis.  

At the end of this stage, MA refined the main thematic map (see figure 5) including a 

paraphrased sentiment (expressed by many parents) within each quadrant together with 

subthemes that coalesced around each GDE level. A thematic map was also developed to 

illustrate the recurrent sentiments voiced by the parents in relation the Queensland GDL 

system and parents’ role as driver supervisors (figure 6). The minor theme ‘gender’ was also 

rationalised, summarising parent’s observations (figure 7).  

 

Figure 5: Refined thematic map regarding the GDE levels (including parent sentiments) 
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Figure 6: Supplementary major theme: GDL issues- problems and solutions 

 

Figure 7: Gender difference in relation to young drivers and parent supervisors 

One other thematic map was produced (Simulators) however this theme was not retained in 

the final article. The research team decided this extra dimension would clutter the overall 

analysis as it introduced aspects of driving simulators related to socio-economic status 

(access and availability) and GDL testing and integration. However, a second article is 
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planned to analyse this aspect of the transcripts. Figure 8 shows codes that fed into the 

Simulator potential theme.  

 

Figure 8 – Simulator subtheme (omitted from the study)  

A7 Defining and naming themes – revise thematic maps and deciding what to include in 

the final article. 

Phase 5 of Reflexive TA is an opportunity to make theme names more concise and develop a 

coherent report of the focus group content and the analysis that was performed. A major 

consideration here is to consider the potential and intended audience for the article and 

how the study fits into the wider literature, particularly the literature regarding the GDE and 

GDL systems.  

The target audience for the article are road safety researchers with an interest in young 

driver training, policy makers, and driving educators. With that in mind, the team decided to 

retain the GDE theme names and descriptors as these are mostly understood by the target 

audience. However, the authors decided to exclude the ‘person centred factors’ (within the 

GDE matrix). The authors considered this level of questioning as being too abstract in the 

context of parent/supervisor focus groups. The theme ‘GDL Issues: problems and solutions’ 

was retained as the authors felt this would be understood by the target audience. Some 

policy makers may not be fully cognisant of the study terminology, therefore a section in the 

journal article literature review introduces frameworks and their acronyms. The acronyms 

then function as convenient shortcuts in the analysis.  
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A8 Writing up – agreeing on literature review, simplifying the method, weaving the 

analytic narrative  

Braun and Clarke (2006) advise that the final report should demonstrate the themes utilising 

evidence in the form of data extracts and that these should be embedded within the 

analytical narrative that is presented. The analysis should move beyond the surface of the 

data to investigate underlying meaning; while doing so, authors should be cognisant of the 

dual position that they are taking, recognising the subjectivity they bring to this process. To 

this end, the final report was produced with recognition of the authors interests, 

experiences and knowledge as researchers in the field of road safety, young driver research, 

driver education and training, and qualitative methods. Thus, the final report was produced 

using a narrative approach to balance and integrate participant experiences, thoughts and 

feelings, in the form of quotes (data extracts) from which the themes were developed, with 

insights and knowledge drawn from the wider literature of young drivers, the GDE, and GDL 

systems. A corresponding literature review was included along with a series of thematic 

maps which provided a visual illustration of the subthemes, themes, and conclusions.  
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