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Frequently
Asked Questions

When does the Ohio hands-free law take effect?
The law takes e�ect April 4, 2023. O�cers will issue warnings for six months before 
citations are given.

What does the new law do?
The new law generally prohibits adult drivers from using, holding, or physically 
supporting, with any part of their body an electronic wireless communications device. 
This was already illegal for Ohio drivers under 18, but previously, law enforcement could 
not pull over an adult driver distracted by an electronic device unless that driver also 
committed another tra�c o�ense. The new law has made this behavior a primary 
o�ense, meaning that, in most circumstances, law enforcement can now immediately 
pull over any adult driver who is distracted by their phone.

The new law does not make any change to the restrictions over juvenile drivers who 
continue to be prohibited from using their phones or other electronic devices while 
driving for most any reason. Other distracted driving laws already on the books in
Ohio also still apply. Full details on these established laws can be found at 
PhonesDown.ohio.gov.

What kinds of devices are included in the law?
 “Electronic wireless communications devices” include:

• Wireless phones
• Text-messaging devices
• Personal digital assistants
• Computers, including laptops or tablets
• Devices capable of displaying a video, movie, broadcast television image,

or visual image
• Other substantially similar wireless devices that are designed or used to 

communicate text, initiate or receive communication, or exchange information
or data

Can I talk on my cell phone while driving?
If you are over the age of 18, you can talk on a cell phone while driving, as long as your 
call is hands-free or you are holding your phone to your ear for a conversation. These 
features can only be activated or deactivated verbally or with a single touch or swipe. 

Can I hold my cell phone in my hand while driving?
If you are over the age of 18, you can’t hold or support your cell phone with any part of 
your body while driving, unless you are holding your phone to your ear for a 
conversation. The call can only be activated or deactivated verbally or with a single touch 
or swipe. Drivers under age 18 generally may not hold their phone to their ear at all.

Can I touch my cell phone to dial a number or receive or end a call?
If you are over the age of 18, you can touch your phone to receive or end a call only with 
a single touch or swipe. You can’t manually enter letters, numbers, or symbols into a 
device while driving. Drivers under 18 may not touch their phone at all while driving.

Can I use a GPS navigation device? 
You can view or operate a navigation system while driving as long as you’re not holding 
it in your hand or on your body while driving. You can only activate, modify, or 
deactivate it verbally or with a single touch or swipe. 

Manually entering letters, numbers, or symbols is prohibited. It takes your eyes o� the 
road and hands o� the wheel for a longer period of time, which is dangerous for 
everyone.

Can I do things like stream videos, record videos, browse the internet, 
or talk on FaceTime while I drive?
The new law prohibits not only holding or physically supporting devices, but also using 
them while driving. This could apply to activities like surfing the web, recording videos, 
livestreaming, playing games, online shopping, etc. 

While there are exceptions to the law, using your device in any manner can be 
dangerous and a distraction. When it comes to using a device, even if you can, that 
doesn’t mean you should. For more information on exceptions, see below. 

What are the penalties if I receive a citation under the new law?
1st o�ense in two years: 2 points assessed to driver’s license, up to a $150 fine. 

Completion of a distracted driving course can help avoid the fine and points.
2nd o�ense in two years: 3 points assessed to license, up to a $250 fine.
3rd or more in two years: 4 points assessed to license, up to a $500 fine, possible 

90-day suspension of driver’s license.
Fines doubled for o�enses that occur in construction zones.

Are there any exceptions to Ohio’s new Distracted Driving Law?
The new law lists 13 exceptions. Some of these exceptions include: 

• Drivers reporting an emergency to law enforcement, a hospital, health care 
provider, fire department, or similar emergency entity.

• Drivers holding a phone to their ear only during phone conversations, if the call is 
started or stopped with a single touch or swipe. 

• Drivers holding or using cell phones and other electronic devices while stopped 
at a tra�c light or parked on a road or highway during an emergency or road 
closure.

• First responders (law enforcement, fire, EMS) using electronic devices as part of 
their o�cial duties. 

• Utility workers operating utility vehicles in certain emergency or outage 
situations. 

• Licensed operators using an amateur radio. 
• Commercial truck drivers using a mobile data terminal.

Full details on all 13 exemptions can be found at PhonesDown.ohio.gov.

My vehicle does not have Bluetooth technology/capability. How can I 
comply with the law?
You may talk on the phone using speakerphone, or a headset, as long as you do not 
hold or support the phone with any part of your body, and you start and end calls 
verbally or with a single touch or swipe. Ohio law prohibits a driver from operating a 
vehicle while wearing earphones over, or earplugs in, both ears. 

Many retailers o�er a Bluetooth adapter for vehicles without Bluetooth or similar 
technology built into the vehicle. These adapters can be found at local retailers or online 
by searching “Bluetooth hands-free car kit” in an internet search engine. 

Am I required to use a hands-free accessory, such as a mount or bracket?
The law simply states that a driver cannot use, hold, or support a mobile phone or 
device with any part of their body while driving. A phone can be left on a vehicle’s 
console, a front seat, back seat, mounted, etc. The choice is up to you.

The best way to go hands-free is by turning o� your phone and placing it in your 
purse/bag, trunk, back seat, center console or glove compartment. That way it’s out of 
sight, out of mind. But the law does not limit where your phone can be placed, so long 
as you are not using, holding, or physically supporting it with any part of your body.
You can also silence notifications to avoid the temptation to reach for your phone. 

Is there any circumstance in which a driver under the age of 18 can use 
a device while driving?
While the new law applies to all Ohio drivers, another Ohio law makes it illegal for 
drivers under the age of 18 to use any electronic device while driving, even while sitting 
at a tra�c light or in a tra�c jam, or while using hands-free devices. 

However, drivers under 18 can use their phone in the following situations: 
• Using a navigational device, but only in hands-free or voice-activated mode. 

Teens can’t manipulate or input information into the device while driving. 
• For emergency purposes, in making contact with law enforcement, a hospital, 

health care provider, fire department or similar emergency entity.
• If the driver is stationary and outside a lane of travel.

How does the new law apply to amateur radio devices? 
A two-way radio transmitter or receiver used by a person who is licensed by the Federal 
Communications Commission to participate in the amateur radio service is not 
considered an electronic wireless communications device. Therefore, the new law does 
not apply to those uses.

What other laws should I be aware of for distracted driving?
Check out Ohio Revised Code sections 4511.206, 4511.991, and 4511.84 for other laws 
that could apply. Visit PhonesDown.ohio.gov for more information.

http://phonesdown.ohio.gov/
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