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The teen years bring a real shift in 
decision-making. When your child 
was young, you made most of the 

decisions. Gradually, your child gained 
more control, knowledge, and maturity. 
Now, your teen is looking to make more 
decisions as he or she prepares for 
adulthood. As a parent, you want your teen 
to grow up independent and responsible 
for their actions. Teaching your teen to 
make good decisions is an important first 
step.

What is decision-making?
Decision-making is the process of making 
a choice after considering different options 
and the consequences of each choice. 
Informed decision-making takes some time 
and thought. After the problem is defined, 
there are six primary steps to decision-
making:

1. List the choices.

2. Think about the pros and cons of each 
choice.

3. Assess the likelihood of the 
consequences happening.

4. Compare the consequences and their 
importance.

5. Decide and act.

6. Evaluate the consequences of the 
decision that was made (including 
those that were unexpected).

Where do teens go wrong?
You’ve heard it before: “Teenagers think 
they’re invincible.” Teens often discount the 
negative consequences of their choices 
and focus only on the perceived benefits. 
They may think they or others won’t get 
hurt, caught, or in trouble.

For teens, the first step in decision-making 
can be the most difficult. Often, they can 
visualize only “either/or” choices: “Either I 
have a beer with my friends, or I look like a 
loser.” Certainly, there are other options. Yet 
for an inexperienced teen, thinking of all 
the possible choices, especially in difficult 
situations, can be quite challenging.

Another reason teens may have trouble 
making good decisions is that they want to 
“fit in” and often worry about their friends’ 
reactions. Teens might feel pressure to be 
sexually active or they might worry that 
peers will be mad at them if they refuse to 
share homework answers. It’s normal for 
your teen to worry about how friends will 
react, and this can make it harder for teens 
to make healthy decisions. 

Your teen also looks to friends for 
information when making decisions. Often 
friends don’t have accurate information 
and rarely do they have all the information.

Involving your teen in 
decision-making
One of your jobs as a parent is to teach 
your teen to make informed decisions. 
You can do that by involving them in as 
many decisions as possible. You might be 
surprised at how often your teen agrees 
with you around basic issues of safety. 
(Of course when there are disagreements 
around safety, you the adult, have the final 
say.)

For almost all issues, involving teens in 
decisions on matters that directly affect 
them can have benefits. Research has 
shown that for most teens, “fairness” has 
more to do with being treated equitably 
than simply having the decision made 
for them—even if the decision made is 
the one they wanted. That is, teens want 
to be asked for their opinions, sincerely 
listened to (and not criticized), and taken 
seriously. When teens are involved in 
making decisions, they are more likely to 
follow them. When teens feel they have no 
control or power in decisions that affect 
them, they are likely to feel angry and hurt 
and to act impulsively, sometimes with 
negative consequences.

TEENS AND 

DECISION-MAKING

Whose kids? Our Kids!

“What’s the big deal? What’s 
the worst that can happen? 
Just chill.”

 —14-year-old

“Every day it seems there’s 
something new to worry about. 
They just don’t fully understand 
all the dangers out there. It’s 
this, ‘Oh, everything will be fine’ 
attitude that worries me most!”

 —Parent of a 14-year-old
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Parents make a difference!
As an adult, you’ve made a lot of difficult 
decisions at work, at home, with your 
family, and in your personal life. You’ve got 
the experience that your teen doesn’t have. 
The good news is that teens are learning 
and each decision is helping prepare for 
the next. There are several things you can 
do to help your teen make good decisions 
and prepare for difficult challenges in the 
future.

• Be a good role model for your teen. 
Make decisions that are healthy for you 
and those who are important to you. 
Think about the consequences before 
you act. Talk openly about what you 
gave up in exchange for choices you’ve 
made in the past.

• Encourage your teen to think about the 
feelings and emotions that come along 
with a decision or choice. Would your 
teen be disappointed to miss Grandpa’s 
birthday to see a movie with a friend? 
How might Grandpa feel?

• Teach your teen to get information 
about options. For example, if you are 
purchasing a cell phone for your teen, 
use the internet together to look up 
different options for phones, comparing 
prices and the features of different 
products. 

• Teach your teen to make good 
long-term decisions. Talk to them about 
planning for important choices they will 
be making in the future - for example, 
what kind of job they are interested in 

working after they finish high school. 
What kind of education is needed for 
the work they would like to do? What 
colleges or tech schools would offer this 
kind of education? Are there people 
doing this kind of work that they could 
talk to about how they got started?

• Provide your teen with accurate 
information. For example, find out how 
much car insurance costs rise if a teen 
has an accident. Discuss this with your 
child. If you don’t provide accurate 
information, your teen is likely to get bad 
information from the Internet, friends, or 
television. Explain that making decisions 
based on the facts is important.

• Let teens practice making decisions 
about easy things or those with 
non-dangerous consequences; for 
example, what color to paint the 
bedroom, after-school activities, or 
hairstyles (hair will eventually grow out!).

• Work through the decision-making 
process with your teen. Let your child 
talk first, and together come up with 
possible choices and consequences.

• Help your teen think about the 
consequences of their actions on other 
people. If your teen borrowed the car 
and didn’t return home when promised, 
how does this affect your plans to go to 
work or run errands?

Making good decisions is a skill. Teens are 
just beginning to understand that their 
choices may have consequences beyond 
the immediate future. Their ability to make 
good decisions depends on their age, 
experiences, maturity, and the guidance 
they get from others.

What NOT to do!

 ► Don’t criticize your teen’s 
ideas. If you are brainstorming 
possible options, allow for some 
leeway. Give your teen time to 
think openly, without being 
judgmental. This will teach your 
teen that you respect and value 
their ideas and thoughts.

 ► Allow your teen to make as 
many decisions as possible. Soon 
enough, teens are on their own 
and need to make decisions 
without you. Guide your teen 
through decision-making and be 
supportive of their choices, even 
if they are not the choices you 
might have made.

 ► Don’t forget to talk to teens after 
they’ve acted. What worked? 
What happened that they 
weren’t expecting? How would 
they do things differently if a 
similar situation comes up in the 
future?

 ► Never say, “I told you so.” When 
parents say, “I told you so,” teens 
rarely think, “I really need to 
listen more to Mom and Dad.” 
That gloating makes your teen 
feel less close to you and bad. 
Remember, you’ve also made 
wrong decisions in the past. 
Show compassion, and use these 
opportunities to help your teen 
think about what went wrong 
and what they might change for 
the future.
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