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Problem 
Å Parents of teen drivers frequently seek legal advice after

their child has been in a motor vehicle accident. 

Å Regardless of the circumstances, parents almost always 
have questions about their own personal or legal 
responsibility for injuries or damages that their child may 
have caused. 

Å Many parents have not given any prior consideration to 
these very important questions. 

Å And most say that had they fully understood what their 
legal and financial responsibilities were for an auto 
accident caused by their child they would have done 

things differently.
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Presentation Objectives
This presentation is intended to offer an overview and 
summary of some of the most important things that the 
parents of teens should know about their legal duties and 
financial obligations.

The hope is that if more parents have an understanding 
of these issues they will feel compelled to provide more 
supervision and oversight of their young drivers so they 
can develop good driving habits and follow the rules of 

the road.
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Teen Driving Accidents
Statistics

In 2012, there were 20,628 motor vehicle accidents in 
Washington involving at least one driver that was under 
the age of twenty-one years old.

This represents 12% of all accidents that year.   

8% involved a fatality;

11% involved a serious injury;

11% involved a minor injury;

12% were considered non-injury accidents;

and 7% were unclassified. 

Source: 2012 Annual Collision Summary which is published by 
the Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT). 
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Primary Questions

Can Parents Be Held Legally Responsible 
For A Car Accident Caused By Their Teen 
Driver?

Can Parents Be Held Financially
Responsible For a Car Accident Caused 
By Their Teen Driver?

Legal (Civil) Responsibility = 

Financial Responsibility
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ANSWER: YES

CAN PARENTS BE HELD 
LEGALLY RESPONSIBLE FOR 
A CAR ACCIDENT CAUSED BY 
THEIR TEEN DRIVER?



Mischelle@DavisLawGroupSeattle.com

Family Car Doctrine
Civil Liability

ñFamily Car Doctrineò - a family member (typically 
a parent) may be held legally responsible for the 
injuries or damages arising out of a car accident 
that was caused by another family member 
(typically a teen driver).

This concept is similar to the Principal-Agent 
Relationship.   

Watson v. Emard¸ Wn. App. 691, 267 P .3d 1048 (2011); 
Cameron v. Downs, 32 Wn. App. 875, 650 P .2d 260 (1982).
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Family Car Doctrine
Civil Liability

ÅIs based on agency principlesðfamily 
members who are permitted to drive the 
vehicle are agents of the vehicle owner. 

ÅIs not based on the family relationship but 
rather ownership of the vehicle and 
permitted use by family members.  

ÅMay not be used to extend liability to the 
parents of the driver involved if the parent 
does not own or control the vehicle.
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Family Car Doctrine
Requirements / Facts

1. The vehicle must be owned, provided or 
maintained by the parent;

2. The vehicle must have been available for regular 
use by the teen driver to benefit the driver and/or 
other family business;

3. The vehicle was being operated by the teen 
driver for whom the car is maintained at the time 
of the accident; and

4. The vehicle was driven with the express 
or implied consent of the parent. 

Cameron v. Downs, 32 Wn. App. 875, 880-81, 650 P.2d 260 (1982).
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Family Car Doctrine
The Vehicle is Owned, Provided or 
Maintained by the Parent 
To establish liability against a parent of a teen driver you must show that 
the parent owned, provided and maintained the vehicle in question. 
When determining who the owner of the vehicle is, the following 
questions are often asked: 

Å Who paid for the car?

Å Who had the right to control the use of the car?

Å The intent of the parties who bought and sold the car? 

Å The intent of the parents and the child relative to ownership?

Å To whom did the seller make delivery of the car?

Å Who excised property rights in the car from the date of its purchase 
to the date of the accident? and; 

Å Is there any other circumstantial evidence which may tend 
to show ownership of the vehicle? 

Jerdal v. Sinclair, 54 Wn.2d 565, 342 P .2d 585 (1959).  


