Modeling Safe Driving: How Your Habits Influence Your
Teen

When it comes to teaching teens how to drive safely, many parents focus on specific lessons and
rules: wear your safety belt, don’t speed, avoid distractions, and follow the traffic laws. While
these instructions are crucial, there’s something even more powerful that shapes a teen’s
driving behavior—your own driving habits. Whether you realize it or not, teens are constantly
watching and absorbing how their parent drives. The way you behave behind the wheel can
have a profound impact on how your teen approaches driving, and modeling safe driving habits
is one of the most effective ways to ensure their long-term safety on the road.

The Influence of Parental Driving Habits

As teens grow up, they observe and internalize a wide range of behaviors from their parents.
This includes how parents respond to stress, how they communicate, and yes, how they drive.
The adage "actions speak louder than words" holds true when it comes to teaching teens about
safe driving. You can lecture your teen about the dangers of texting while driving, but if they see
you checking your phone behind the wheel, they’re likely to believe that it’s not as dangerous as
you say.

Research supports the significant influence parents have on their teen’s driving habits. Studies
conducted by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and the Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention (CDC) have shown that teens whose parents engage in risky driving behaviors are
more likely to imitate those behaviors. This includes everything from speeding to distracted
driving to failing to wear a safety belt. Conversely, teens with parents who model safe, defensive
driving are more likely to adopt these behaviors and avoid crashes.

The power of role modeling cannot be overstated. Your teen is watching how you handle the
road, and they’re learning from your example—whether consciously or unconsciously. So, as
you embark on the journey of teaching your teen to drive, it’s essential to reflect on your own
driving habits and make sure they align with the values and safety practices you want to instill.

Key Safe Driving Practices to Model

The good news is that modeling safe driving habits doesn’t require dramatic changes to your
routine. By focusing on a few key behaviors, you can make a significant difference in how your
teen approaches driving. Here are some of the most important habits to model for your teen
driver:

1. Obeying Speed Limits: Speeding is one of the most common causes of crashes,
especially for inexperienced drivers. If your teen sees you consistently driving over the
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speed limit, they’re more likely to view speeding as acceptable or even necessary. Make
it a point to follow posted speed limits, even when you’re in a rush. This demonstrates
that safety comes before convenience, and it reinforces the idea that speeding increases
the risk of a collision.

2. Avoiding Distractions: Distracted driving is a leading cause of wrecks, particularly among

teens who are more likely to use their phones while driving. Set an example by keeping
your phone out of reach while you’re behind the wheel. If you need to make a call or
send a message, pull over to a safe location. By modeling this behavior, you send a clear
message to your teen that no text or phone call is worth risking their life.

3. Always Wear Your Safety Belt: Safety belts are one of the simplest and most effective
safety measures a driver can take. Yet, many people still neglect to wear them, especially
on short trips. Make it a habit to buckle up every time you get in the car, and insist that
all passengers do the same. When your teen sees you consistently wearing your safety
belt, they’re more likely to follow suit.

4. Practicing Defensive Driving: Defensive driving is the practice of anticipating potential

hazards and adjusting your behavior to avoid them. This means staying aware of your
surroundings, maintaining a safe following distance, and being prepared for other
drivers to make mistakes. Model this behavior by staying calm and focused on the road,
avoiding aggressive driving, and responding cautiously to potential dangers.

5. Following Traffic Laws: It may seem obvious, but following basic traffic laws—such as

stopping at red lights and stop signs, using turn signals, and yielding to pedestrians—sets
a strong example for your teen. If you frequently roll through stop signs or fail to signal
before changing lanes, your teen may see these actions as minor infractions and adopt
the same habits. Consistently following traffic laws reinforces the importance of
respecting the rules of the road.

The Impact of Unconscious Driving Habits

It’s easy to fall into certain driving habits without even realizing it. Over time, drivers often
become more comfortable and, sometimes, more complacent behind the wheel. These
unconscious habits—like glancing at your phone at stoplights, not fully stopping at stop signs, or
getting frustrated with slow drivers—may seem harmless, but they can set a negative example
for your teen.

Take a moment to assess your own driving habits. Are there any behaviors that you wouldn’t
want your teen to replicate? If so, now is the time to make a conscious effort to change them.
This self-awareness not only improves your own safety but also sends a message to your teen
that driving requires full attention and responsibility at all times.
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If you catch yourself engaging in an unsafe behavior, like speeding or checking your phone, use
it as a teachable moment. Admit the mistake to your teen and explain why it was dangerous.
For example, you might say, "l shouldn’t have checked my phone just now—I know that it’s a
distraction and could lead to a crash." This honesty not only holds you accountable but also
reinforces the lesson that safe driving is a continuous process.

Using Teachable Moments on the Road

Every drive with your teen can be an opportunity to teach them about safe driving. Whether
they’re in the driver’s seat or the passenger seat, you can point out situations on the road that
illustrate the importance of safe driving habits.

For example, if you witness another driver weaving in and out of traffic or speeding, use it as a
chance to discuss the dangers of aggressive driving. You might say, "Did you see how that driver
just cut off the car in front of them? That’s really dangerous because it could cause a wreck." By
drawing attention to these situations, you help your teen develop an awareness of risky
behaviors and the potential consequences.

Similarly, if you encounter difficult driving conditions, like heavy rain or traffic congestion, talk

through your thought process as you navigate these situations. Explain how you adjust your
speed, increase following distances, or stay extra alert when driving conditions are less than

ideal. This type of modeling reinforces the importance of adapting to changing road conditions
to avoid a collision.

The Long-Term Impact of Modeling Safe Driving

The habits your teen develops during their first years of driving will likely stick with them for life.
By modeling safe driving behaviors early on, you set the foundation for a lifetime of responsible
driving. Teens who consistently observe safe driving practices are less likely to engage in risky
behaviors and are more equipped to handle challenging situations on the road.

In addition to preventing crashes, safe driving habits can have other positive long-term effects,
such as lower insurance premiums, reduced vehicle maintenance costs, and fewer traffic
violations. These practical benefits are a great incentive for your teen to prioritize safety behind
the wheel.

Furthermore, modeling safe driving isn’t just about your teen. It’s also about protecting yourself

and other drivers on the road. By committing to safer driving habits, you reduce the risk of
collisions for everyone in your vehicle and contribute to a safer driving environment for all.

The Power of Example
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As a parent, your actions speak volumes, especially when it comes to driving. By modeling safe
driving habits, you’re not only protecting yourself and your family but also teaching your teen
how to be a responsible and cautious driver. Whether it’s obeying speed limits, avoiding
distractions, or practicing defensive driving, your teen is learning from the way you behave
behind the wheel.

Take the time to reflect on your own driving habits and make adjustments where necessary.
Every time you get in the car, remember that your teen is watching and learning. By setting a
strong example, you’re giving them the tools they need to avoid crashes and navigate the road
safely for years to come.

Ultimately, the lessons you teach through your own actions will have a lasting impact on your
teen’s driving behavior. And by prioritizing safety, you’re helping to ensure that their driving
journey is a successful and collision-free one.

For more resources for you and your teen, visit here!
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