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Pennsylvania Traffic Stops: What You Must
Do, What You May Refuse, and the Command
to Step Out

At a Pennsylvania traffic stop you must produce your license, registration, and
proof of insurance and identify yourself—but you need not answer investigatory
questions, and an officer's direction to step out of the vehicle is a lawful
command for drivers and passengers alike.

Few encounters put a citizen and the State in such sudden, close contact as a traffic stop.

The lights come on, the heart rate climbs, and within seconds a driver must decide what

to say, what to hand over, and whether a command is one he is obliged to obey.

Pennsylvania law answers each of those questions, and the answers are more precise than

roadside folklore suggests.

This article explains three things: the documents and information a driver must produce,

the questions he may decline to answer, and why the direction to step out of the vehicle
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is a command rather than a courtesy. It closes with the practical posture that best

protects a motorist's rights without manufacturing new trouble.

What you must hand over

The Vehicle Code imposes affirmative, non-negotiable duties on a driver. Under 75

Pa.C.S. § 6308, an operator whom an officer reasonably believes has violated the Code

"shall stop upon request or signal of any police officer" and "shall, upon request, exhibit a

registration card, driver's license and information relating to financial responsibility . . .

and shall write their name in the presence of the police officer if so required for the

purpose of establishing identity." The same section adds that the operator "shall write

their name in the presence of the police officer if so required." Separately, 75 Pa.C.S. §

1311 directs that the registration card be "exhibited upon demand of any police officer."

Three items are therefore not optional: a driver's license, the vehicle registration, and

proof of financial responsibility — that is, insurance. The duty to identify oneself is

equally firm. A motorist who refuses to produce these documents is not standing on

principle; he is committing a fresh violation that will compound, not improve, his

position.

Consider the ordinary case. An officer stops a driver for a brake light and asks for license,

registration, and insurance. Producing them promptly satisfies the law and, as a practical

matter, tends to shorten the encounter. Refusing them does the opposite.

What you may keep to yourself

The duty to produce documents is not a duty to be interviewed. The Fifth Amendment

to the United States Constitution provides that no person "shall be compelled in any

criminal case to be a witness against himself." See U.S. Const. amend. V. Questions such

as where the driver is coming from, where he is going, whether he has had anything to
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drink, or how fast he believes he was traveling are investigatory. They invite admissions. A

motorist is under no obligation to answer them.

The distinction is simple but consequential. Hand over the documents the statute

requires; decline, courteously, to discuss anything else. "Officer, I would prefer not to

answer questions" is a complete and lawful response. Politeness costs nothing and forfeits

nothing.

Hand over the documents the law requires; decline, politely, to be interviewed.

"Step out of the car": an order, not a request

Here is the moment motorists most often misjudge. When an officer says, "Step out of

the vehicle," that is not an invitation to be weighed and declined. It is a lawful command.

In Pennsylvania v. Mimms, 434 U.S. 106 (1977), the Supreme Court of the United

States held that "once a motor vehicle has been lawfully detained for a traffic violation,

the police officers may order the driver to get out of the vehicle without violating the

Fourth Amendment."

The Court reasoned that, against the legitimate and weighty interest in officer safety, the

additional intrusion of requiring a lawfully stopped driver to stand outside his car is
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minimal — "a mere inconvenience." A motorist may find the demand petty. The law

does not. Refusing a lawful order does not vindicate a right; it creates a new and more

serious problem, and it hands the officer a reason to escalate the encounter.

Do passengers have more leeway?

In one narrow sense, a passenger's position is stronger; in the sense that matters at the

roadside, it is not. The Supreme Court acknowledged in Maryland v. Wilson, 519 U.S.

408 (1997), that "there is no such reason to stop or detain the passengers," who, after all,

committed no violation. Having conceded that, the Court nonetheless held that an

"officer making a traffic stop may order passengers to get out of the car pending

completion of the stop."

The reason becomes obvious once the alternative is examined. If a passenger could ignore

the command because he was not driving, could he also wander into traffic, reach into a

bag the officer cannot see, or treat the back seat as a sanctuary the front seat is not? He

could not. The Court settled the predicate in Brendlin v. California, 551 U.S. 249

(2007), holding that "a passenger in the car, like the driver, is seized for Fourth

Amendment purposes." A seized passenger is a stopped passenger, and a stopped

passenger is subject to the same lawful direction to exit.

What this means in practice

The lawful, self-protective posture at a Pennsylvania traffic stop is straightforward and

disciplined:

Pull over promptly and safely, and keep your hands visible.

Produce your driver's license, registration, and proof of insurance when asked.

Provide your name if required; you cannot decline to identify yourself.
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Decline, politely, to answer investigatory questions about your conduct or itinerary.

If told to step out — whether you are the driver or a passenger — comply.

Do not physically resist, argue the law, or attempt to litigate the stop at the roadside.

The principle in a sentence: contest the stop in court, not at the curb. The

motorist who complys with lawful commands and declines to be interviewed

preserves every argument worth making — and makes them where they can

actually succeed.

A traffic stop is a poor forum for vindicating rights and an excellent forum for forfeiting

them. Knowing in advance which demands are mandatory and which are not allows a

driver to be both cooperative and careful: to give the State exactly what the law requires,

and not one word more.
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Have a question about how this applies to your situation? Email us at info@goldsteinlp.com

for more information.

Goldstein Law Partners, LLC — 200 School Alley, Suite 5, Green Lane, PA 18054 · (610)

949-0444 · goldsteinlp.com

This article provides general information about Pennsylvania law and is not legal advice. Reading it does not create an attorney-

client relationship. Laws change and apply differently to particular facts; consult a licensed attorney about your specific situation.
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