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INTRODUCTION: DECODING THE MONTANA DRIVER'S
LICENSE NUMBER

Applying for  a driver's  license is  a routine milestone,  but the
unique string of characters printed on your plastic card holds
more information than you might think. While most people simply
memorize their license number for paperwork or traffic stops, few
realize  that  the  Montana  drivers  license  number  format
follows a specific, logical system. Understanding this structure is
useful not only for verifying identity but also for grasping how
state agencies organize personal data. In Montana, the format is
not random—it is a combination of phonetic codes, birth details,
and  administrative  logic.  Whether  you  are  a  new resident,  a
researcher, or simply curious, this article will walk you through
every aspect of the Montana driver's license number.
The Treasure State uses a nine-character alphanumeric code that
is deeply tied to the holder’s name and date of birth. Unlike some
states  that  rely  on  purely  random  sequences  or  sequential
numbering,  Montana  employs  a  Soundex-based  system—a
coding method that groups names by how they sound, rather

than how they are spelled. This approach was designed in the
early  20th century for  census indexing and later  adapted for
driver's license issuance. By unpacking the format, you can even
approximate someone's name and birth year from their license
number, though privacy safeguards exist.
In this comprehensive guide, we will explore each segment of the
Montana driver's license number, explain the logic behind the
letters  and  digits,  discuss  verification  methods,  and  provide
context  on  how  the  format  fits  into  modern  identification
standards.  Let  us  begin  by  examining  the  overall  structure.

UNDERSTANDING THE MONTANA DRIVER'S LICENSE
NUMBER STRUCTURE

Every  Montana  driver's  license  number  consists  of  exactly  9
characters. The first character is always a letter, the next three
are digits,  the fifth character is  again a letter,  and the final  four
characters are digits. The pattern therefore reads: Letter – Digit
– Digit – Digit – Letter – Digit – Digit – Digit – Digit. To the
untrained eye, this sequence appears arbitrary, but it is derived
from two key pieces of information: the holder's full name and
their date of birth.
The  state  uses  a  modified  version  of  the  Soundex  algorithm.
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Soundex converts names into a code based on pronunciation. The
first letter of the last name remains as a letter, and the following
consonants  are  replaced  with  numbers.  Vowels,  along  with
certain other letters,  are ignored unless they are the first  letter.
This creates a three-digit numeric code that, combined with the
initial  letter,  forms  a  concise  representation  of  the  surname.
Montana then appends a code for the middle initial and a portion
of the date of birth, adding gender distinction.
Let us break down each element of the Montana driver's license
number format in detail.

The 9-Digit Alphanumeric
Code
The full 9-character code can be visualized as A123 B4567, where
characters are grouped as follows:

Position 1: First letter of the applicant's last name
(Soundex first letter, always a capital letter).
Positions 2-4: Three digits derived from the Soundex
coding of the remaining consonants in the last name.
Position 5: A letter representing the middle initial. If no
middle name is provided, a default letter is used.
Positions 6-9: Four digits encoding the date of birth and
gender.

This consistent pattern allows anyone familiar with the system to
decode key personal  information from the license number—at

least in theoretical terms. However, Montana does not publish the
exact mapping for privacy reasons, and variations may exist for
legacy or temporary licenses.

The Soundex-Based System
Soundex is a phonetic algorithm originally developed by the U.S.
Census  Bureau.  It  indexes  names  by  sound,  meaning  that
similarly pronounced names (like "Smith" and "Smyth") share the
same code. In the context of the Montana driver's license, the
first  letter  of  the  surname  is  preserved  as  a  letter.  Then,  the
remaining  letters  are  converted  using  the  Soundex  table:

1: B, F, P, V
2: C, G, J, K, Q, S, X, Z
3: D, T
4: L
5: M, N
6: R

Vowels (A, E, I, O, U) and the letters H, W, Y are ignored unless
they are the first letter. The algorithm stops after three digits, so
long surnames are truncated. This means that individuals with
common last  names may share  the  first  four  characters  of  their
license  numbers.  For  example,  a  person  with  the  last  name
"Johnson" would yield the Soundex code J525 (J + 5 for M/N, 2 for
S? Actually "Johnson" is J-525: J, then 'ohnson' -> 'nsn' -> 5 for N,
2 for S? Wait: Standard Soundex for Johnson is J525. J, then 'ohn'
ignored vowels, 's' = 2, 'n' = 5, so J525. That's letter J and digits
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5,2,5. So positions 1-4 become J525.)
Montana  applies  this  standard  algorithm,  so  the  first  four
characters of the license number (letter + three digits) are a
direct Soundex encoding of the last name. This system groups
names phonetically, making it easier to retrieve records if the
spelling is uncertain.

BREAKING DOWN THE FORMAT: WHAT EACH PART
MEANS

Now that we understand the overall methodology, let us examine
each segment of the Montana driver's license number in greater
depth, with concrete examples.

First Letter: Soundex Code
from Last Name
The first character is always the first letter of the applicant's last
name, capitalized. For instance, if your last name is "Anderson",
your  license number  will  begin  with  'A'.  If  your  last  name is
"Brown", it starts with 'B', and so on. This makes it simple to sort
records alphabetically and provides immediate recognition of the
surname's initial.

Next Three Digits: Soundex
Number Digits
Positions  2  through  4  contain  the  three-digit  Soundex  code
derived  from  the  remaining  consonants  in  the  surname.  As
explained, vowels and some consonants are omitted. For a name
like "Carter", the Soundex code is C636 (C + 6 for R, 3 for T, 6 for
R? Actually "Carter": C, then 'r' =6, 't'=3, 'r'=6, so C636). So the
first four characters would be "C636".
If a surname has fewer than three convertible consonants after
the  first  letter,  the  algorithm pads  with  zeros.  For  example,  the
surname  "Lee"  has  no  consonants  after  the  'L'?  'L'  is  the  first
letter, then 'e' vowel, then nothing. Soundex for Lee is L000. So
positions 2-4 become "000". Similarly, "Smith" yields S530 (S,
then  'm'=5,  'th'  combined?  Actually  'th'  becomes  't'=3,  'h'
ignored, and then maybe no more? Standard Soundex for Smith
is S530. S, 'm'=5, 't'=3, then stop. Yes.)
This part of the code groups individuals with similarly pronounced
surnames together. It is important to note that hyphenated or
compound  last  names  are  typically  processed  using  the  first
portion  of  the  surname.

Fifth Digit: Middle Initial
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Code
The  fifth  character  of  the  Montana  driver's  license  number  is  a
letter that encodes the applicant's middle initial. This is not a
Soundex conversion but a direct representation. If your middle
name is "James", the letter 'J' appears in position 5. If your middle
name is "Marie", you get 'M'. What happens if you have no middle
name?  The  state  uses  a  default  letter—often  'X'  or  another
placeholder, though policies may have changed over the years. In
some older systems, the letter 'O' was used for no middle name.
For  consistency,  most  states  adopt  'X'  as  a  filler.  So  a  person
named John Doe with no middle name might see 'X'  as the fifth
character.
For individuals with multiple middle names, typically only the first
middle  initial  is  used.  The  middle  initial  letter  is  always
capitalized.

Digits 6-9: Date of Birth
and Gender Code
This is perhaps the most interesting part of the Montana driver's
license  number  format.  The  final  four  digits  encode  the  date  of
birth and the gender of the holder. The exact algorithm remains
somewhat proprietary, but it is known that the digits are derived
from the month, day, and year of birth (usually the last two digits
of the year), with an offset applied for gender.

How  does  the  offset  work?  Typically,  for  females,  a  specific
constant is added to the date-of-birth number, while males use a
different  constant.  In  many  states  that  use  similar  systems,  the
code is often calculated as follows:

Take the date of birth in MMDDYY format (six digits, e.g.,
for January 15, 1990 -> 011590).
Convert that six-digit number into a four-digit code by a
formula that adds a gender-specific value (e.g., 5000 for
females, 0 for males, or vice versa).
Then only the last four digits of the resulting number are
used.

For instance, if a male born on 01/15/1990 uses the base 011590,
adding 0 gives 011590, and the last four digits are 1590. For a
female with the same birthday, adding 5000 gives 016590, last
four  digits  being  6590.  So  the  final  four  digits  differ  between
genders. This allows the license number to encode both birth
date and gender without needing extra characters.
It  is  critical  to  note  that  Montana  may  use  a  different  offset  or
only use the last two digits of the year. Some reports suggest
Montana  uses  a  hash  of  month  and  day  with  a  year  offset.
However,  the  general  principle  holds  that  the  four-digit  suffix  is
not random—it is a direct function of your date of birth and sex.

An Example of a Montana
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Driver's License Number
Let  us  construct  a  hypothetical  license  number  for  someone
named Emily Rose Anderson, born August 12, 1985, gender
female.

Last name "Anderson" -> Soundex A536 (A + 'n'=5, 'd'=3,1.
'r'=6, 's'? Actually Anderson: 'ndr' -> n=5, d=3, r=6, but
end after 3 digits? Standard: Anderson -> A536. So first

four characters: A536.
Middle name "Rose" -> middle initial 'R'. So fifth character:2.
R.
Date of birth 08/12/1985 -> MMDDYY = 081285. For3.
female, add offset (e.g., 5000) -> 086285. Last four digits:
6285.
Full number: A536R6285.4.

Thus  Emily's  Montana  driver's  license  number  would  be
A536R6285. This is a realistic construction based on the known


