Teens Have the Power to Protect Themselves and Each Other
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This month we’re delighted to have Colleen Sheehey-Church, MADD National President, share information about the Power of You(th) program and “Protect Your Friends” campaign, which empower teens to protect themselves, each other, and their futures. Colleen also talks about how underage drinking and riding with a drinking driver has personally affected her family and why it’s important to have ongoing conversations with your child about alcohol. Learn more in the blog below.
For teens across the country, Fall is an exciting time. Everyone is settling into the new school year, school dances are coming up, sporting events are in full swing, Halloween, and fall festivals are near.
It’s also a time for teens to understand and embrace the crucial role they play in protecting themselves and their friends from underage drinking and related consequences. And one of the most dangerous consequences is riding with a drinking driver.
A recent MADD-State Farm public opinion survey[1] revealed that about one in three youth (ages 15-20) have been a passenger with a drinking driver at least once in the past year; and 22 percent of those drinking drivers have been underage. Equally alarming, one in four of the youth respondents said that they are willing to ride with a driver who has been drinking.
These shocking survey results reinforce research from Pennsylvania State University’s Department of Biobehavioral Health. In a recently released study[2], Pennsylvania State University researchers discovered that while most students don’t necessarily plan or intend to ride with a drinking driver, they’re still at great risk to do so because they are willing to, should the occasion arise. The study also revealed that students are more willing to get into a car with a drinking driver when they perceive a positive result from doing so; specifically pointing out “helping, supporting or protecting a friend” as a reason a student may ride with a drinking driver.
The good news is that teens can and should be a big part of the solution in stopping these dangerous, often deadly outcomes. In fact, MADD developed the 1 Power of You(th)® program to do just that – empower teens to take a stand against underage drinking and protect themselves and their friends from consequences like riding with a drinking driver.
I know firsthand how devastating those results can be. My son, Dustin, was killed when the underage drunk and drugged driver he was riding with lost control of her car and crashed into a Connecticut river. The driver and front seat passenger survived, but not Dustin. Dustin was trapped in the backseat, and struggled to escape, to survive. But he didn’t survive. He drowned.
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I talked with Dustin about the dangers of both underage drinking and riding with a drinking driver. I know many of his friends, also non-drinkers, shared the same beliefs about not drinking underage. I only wish I had started those conversations earlier; and that Dustin and his friends had talked more openly about the subject as well.
It is so important not only for parents and children to have early, ongoing conversations about alcohol, but also for teens to talk to each other about making good, smart choices. Like me, I know that’s a message Dustin’s friends wish they had discussed more regularly so that he might be with us today.
This October, MADD, State Farm and community partners across the country are promoting the Power of You(th) program and “Protect Your Friends” campaign, empowering teens to protect themselves, each other, and their futures. Visit 2 MADD.org/powerofyouth for more information about MADD’s efforts.
Teens can 3 take the pledge not to drink alcohol before age 21 or use other drugs, and to never ride with someone who has been drinking alcohol or using drugs. They can use their social media accounts and #ProtectUrFriends to post a photo with friends and make a pact to protect themselves and each other from riding with a drinking driver. And they can 4 download MADD’s youth booklet, “The 411 on Teen Drinking”; which contains useful information to help teens resist peer pressure, and become a positive peer influence. 
 Let’s make sure that teens can safely enjoy all the Fall festivities ahead and protect their futures. Together, we can create a community-wide priority to prevent underage drinking and its tragic consequences to keep our teens, roads and communities safe.
____________________________
[1] MADD State Farm Online Survey, 2015
[2] Pennsylvania State University Department of Biobehavioral Health “Examination of a Dual-Process Model Predicting Riding with Drinking Drivers.” Hultgren, Scaglione, Cleveland, and Turrisi; Alcoholism: Clinical and Experimental Research, June 2015.
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