
Parents and Teens — Open Up!
Do you avoid talking about life decisions, peer pressure, and destructive
behavior because...

■ you don’t know how to start?
■ you don’t have time?
■ it makes you uncomfortable?
■ you don’t want a confrontation?
■ you don’t want to face disappointment?

Despite these fears or feelings, you should have this discussion! 
Today, teens frequently face situations in which they could make
potentially dangerous decisions, such as drinking and driving.
Studies have shown that in families with more open communi-
cation, teens are less likely to engage in dangerous risk-taking
behavior.* SADD, a national school-based organization dedicated
to empowering young people to make positive decisions, devel-
oped the Contract for Life to assist families in opening lines of
communication. While the Contract is primarily a tool for
discussing these crucial issues, one of its goals is to have parents
and teenagers make a pledge that could be life-saving. 

This brochure unfolds, like the negotiation process itself. It
includes three stages of negotiation:

■ Ice Breakers - advice for parents and teens to start the talk. Who
starts may affect the course of the discussion.

■ Going Deeper - tips for both parents and teens about how to take the
talk further.

■ Commitment - issues related to making a pledge and signing the
Contract for Life. 

You don’t have to follow all the steps laid out here, or complete
the process in one sitting. If you already talk about these issues in
your family, you can even jump straight to the Contract at the
end. This brochure, like the Contract itself, is designed as an aid to
the critical piece — communication. With regular and respectful
conversation about these serious issues, both teens and their
parents can achieve their shared goal: a safe and healthy life.

Let’s get started!
*  Based on a 2000 survey conducted by SADD and Liberty Mutual Insurance Co.

Opening Life-Saving Lines
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“Why talk?” You have a common interest – the health, safety, and well being of your family. 

SADD feels it is important for teens and their parents to communicate about destruc-
tive decisions and the potential role they could play in a teenager’s life. However, for a
variety of reasons, in many families, it is difficult to open a discussion of these issues.
The parent or the teen must take the first step. 

The goal of this section is for both of you to answer the following two
questions:

■ Why should we talk about destructive decisions, alcohol, drugs, and
SADD’s Contract for Life?

■ How do we start this conversation?

Think about the following:
■ What do destructive decisions mean?
■ Think about destructive decisions from the other person’s point of view

and how would you react?
■ What is the most basic thing in life that everyone needs or wants?
■ Do you agree that the basic idea of the Contract is to keep teens alive 

and healthy? 
■ Does this match up with your most basic needs? 
■ How would a destructive decision by the teen affect the family? 

Talk about it – How to get started.
Find a time when you have the other person’s complete attention. If you
have hectic schedules, plan a discussion date. There are several options for
how to broach the subject. Decide which one works best for you and makes
you the most comfortable. You know each other best and can anticipate one
another’s responses.  

For the teen who starts the discussion:
Here are some ideas for how to begin. You could:

■ Tell your parents that you joined SADD and explain what it is.
■ Show them the Contract for Life and ask them to take a look at it because

you think it has an important point.
■ Ask your parents a question such as: 

What was life like when you were a teen?
What do you consider to be destructive decisions?
What do you wish most of all for me? 
What do you think of drinking and driving?

■ Tell them about someone that you know who made a destructive
decision, and why you think that it was wrong.

■ Explain to your parents that you want to act responsibly, and the
Contract supports this.

■ Gather newspaper or magazine articles that address destructive decisions
and leave them with a note indicating that you would like to talk to
them about these topics when they have time.

■ Make sure that it is a good time to have the conversation.  If your parents
are angry and begin to lecture you about drinking or drug use, tell them
that it is something you want to discuss and not argue about.
Recommend having the conversation when you can all voice your
interests calmly and clearly.

■ Is there another trusted adult in your life with whom you can discuss the
Contract if your parent is unwilling to discuss it?

Before you
unfold this
brochure: 

■ Establish your
interests in having
a conversation.

■ Reach an
agreement with
each other about 
the need to have
this discussion
about drinking,
drugs, and the
Contract because,
as a teen, you 
want to stay alive
and healthy, and as
a parent, you want
your teen to be
alive and healthy.

Note: This booklet is
intended for young people
and the primary adult or
adults in their lives. Out of
convenience, we have used
the terms “child” and “teen”
to refer to a young person,
and the term “parents” to
refer to a parent, step-
parent, grandparent,
caregiver or other guardian.

For the parents who start the discussion:
Teenage drinking and drug use are serious problems in our society
and should be addressed. You should be informed about the facts
related to underage drinking and drug use before you sit down
with your child. You can find information from the books and
web sites listed at the back of this brochure. To begin, you could:

■ Show your teen the Contract for Life and explain that you
would like him/her to take a look at it because you think it
has an important point.

■ Ask your teen about his/her concerns about alcohol, drugs,
and drinking and driving.

■ Explain your thoughts on alcohol and drugs.
■ Tell a story from your youth.
■ Tell your teen about a story in the news involving a destructive

decision and ask your teen for his/her opinion of the issue.
■ Speak as honestly as you feel comfortable about your own

drinking habits.

If your teen is disinterested or hostile and refuses to
discuss the issues…

■ Tell your teen that it is something that you want to discuss,
but you are willing to have the conversation when you can all
voice your interests clearly.

■ Let your teen know that you are concerned and you want
his/her input on these topics. 

■ Let your teen know that you are not accusing him/her, but
that you want to discuss issues that may affect his/her life.

■ Ask your teen to listen briefly and have the conversation in
small intervals. 

Conversation Opener Do’s and Don’ts
■ Talk at a convenient time for both of you
■ Express your desire to hear each other’s input or views
■ Express your wish to relate to each other
■ Listen carefully

■ Lecture, give unwanted advice, or use scare tactics
■ Interrupt a leisure activity to have a serious talk
■ Make your teen defensive by saying, “Let’s talk.”
■ Begin the conversation in a moment of anger



Going Deeper

For many, the hard part is over.  You have both agreed that health and safety are important, and that
destructive decisions and the Contract for Life are topics you need to discuss.  Now you are ready to
delve deeper into these issues. The goal of this section is for you to answer the following questions and
communicate your answers to each other.

■ How do you think destructive decisions pertain to you as a teenager? To the family?
■ As a teen, are you willing to acknowledge that there may be times in your life when you

are tempted to make a destructive decision? 
■ As a parent, are you willing to accept that your teen may be tempted to act this way?
■ Are you both willing to recognize and accept that parents will feel upset and disappointed

if a destructive decision is made? Are you willing to deal with the consequences?

Think about the following:  
Three of the Contract’s issues that teens need to address and acknowledge are:

■ “I recognize that there are many potentially destructive decisions I face every day…”
■ “I will do everything in my power to avoid making decisions that will jeopardize my

health, my safety and overall well being, or your trust in me.”
■ “I understand the dangers associated with the use of alcohol and drugs, and the destruc-

tive behaviors associated with impairment.”
Take the time to think of any additional issues that you would like to discuss.  

For the teen:
Now, think some more.
The following questions are related to the previously mentioned three quotes. 

■ What are destructive decisions from your point of view?
■ What potentially destructive decisions do you face every day?
■ How do you handle these situations? Do you need advice from your parents?
■ What do you do to avoid making destructive decisions?
■ What do you perceive as the dangers associated with alcohol, drugs, and impairment?
■ Do you feel that you have your parents’ trust?  Why or why not?
■ Are you concerned that your parents make destructive decisions?
■ Do you think your parents’ experiences as teenagers are relevant?

Your teenage years can be very frightening for your parents because they know what
dangers could potentially be lurking. They might wonder…

-whether you are drinking or using drugs, or if you will develop a dependency.
-who your friends are and whether they are trustworthy.
-if you know the consequences and dangers associated with drinking and drug use.
-whether you are underestimating or not anticipating the bad things that can happen.
-how you handle peer pressure.
-whether you will be honest with them.
-how to respond to you if you make a decision of which they do not approve. 

Talk about it.
■ Discuss the three quotes from the Contract with your parents and tell them your

thoughts on these remarks. 
■ Read the list of questions above to your parents and answer them as you go along.  
■ If you feel that your parents engage in destructive behavior, you may want to voice your

concern for them as well. 
■ Ask them how they would react if you were to make a destructive decision. 
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Before you
unfold this
brochure:

■ Recognize and
acknowledge that
teenagers might
be tempted to 
do dangerous
things or make
destructive
decisions in 
their lives.

■ Acknowledge 
and accept that
destructive
decisions will
upset parents
since the teen’s
safety and health
are at stake.

■ Discuss what
each of your
reactions 
might be.

KEEP IN MIND AS
YOU LISTEN TO
EACH OTHER THAT
THE MOTIVATING
FORCE FOR BOTH
OF YOU IS HEALTH
AND SAFETY!

For the parent:
Now, think some more.
The following questions are related to the previously mentioned three quotes. 

■ What potentially destructive decisions does your child face every day?
■ How does he/she handle these situations and avoid making destructive decisions?
■ Does he/she need advice from you or some other responsible adult?
■ What does your teen perceive as the dangers associated with alcohol, drugs, 

or impairment?
■ Does your child feel that he/she has your trust? Why or why not?
■ Who does your child turn to for advice and feedback?
■ How would you react to your teen if he/she made a destructive decision?
■ Are you willing to answer questions about your own habits?
■ How much of your behavior as a teen are you willing to discuss?

Talk about it. 
■ Discuss the three quotes from the Contract with your teen and tell him/her your

thoughts on these remarks.  
■ Read the list of questions above to your child and answer them as you go along.
■ Invite your child to ask you questions. 
■ Explain to your child the legal issues associated with underage drinking and driving while

intoxicated.
■ Tell your child about the physical issues associated with drinking (i.e., losing judgment,

getting sick, having hangovers, addiction, inability to focus, etc.).
■ Talk about how the adult decision to consume alcohol differs from the teen decision (i.e.,

it is legal; their bodies are more developed; they still need to worry about quantity,
hangovers, addictions, and impairment).

■ Tell your child of an embarrassing or dangerous situation that happened to you, a close
friend, or relative as a result of drinking or drug use.

■ Explain to your child what your expectations are regarding his/her behavior.  Children
are often reluctant to disappoint parents.

■ Ask how he/she would expect you to react to a destructive decision. 
■ Tell how you think you would react to your child’s destructive decision.

REMEMBER TO:
HEAR what the other person has to say and acknowledge your understanding.

SHARE your thoughts about what your life is like, but don’t lecture or argue.

LISTEN to each other’s concerns.

AGREE not to interrupt the other person.

BE HONEST about your feelings.

UNDERSTAND that the teenage years can be difficult for both of you.



CONTRACT FOR LIFE
A Foundation for Trust and Caring

This contract is designed to facilitate communication between young people and their parents about
potentially destructive decisions related to alcohol, drugs, peer pressure, and behavior.  The issues facing
young people today are often too difficult to address alone.  SADD believes that effective parent child
communication is critically important in helping young adults to make healthy decisions.

Young Person I recognize that there are many potentially destructive decisions I face every
day and commit to you that I will do everything in my power to avoid making
decisions that will jeopardize my health, my safety and overall well being, or
your trust in me.  I understand the dangers associated with the use of alcohol
and drugs, and the destructive behaviors often associated with impairment.

By signing below, I pledge my best effort to remain alcohol and drug free, I
agree that I will never drive under the influence of either, or accept a ride 
from someone who is impaired, and I will always wear a seat belt.

Finally I agree to call you if I am ever in a situation that threatens my safety
and to communicate with you regularly about issues of importance to us both.

___________________________________________________________________________
Young Person

Parent (or Caring Adult) I am committed to you, and to your health and safety.  By signing below, I
pledge to do everything in my power to understand and communicate with
you about the many difficult and potentially destructive decisions you face.

Further I agree to provide for you safe, sober transportation home if you are 
ever in a situation that threatens your safety and to defer discussions about 
that situation until a time when we can both discuss the issues in a calm and
caring manner.

I also pledge to you that I will not drive under the influence of alcohol or
drugs, I will always seek safe, sober transportation home, and I will always
remember to wear a seat belt.

___________________________________________________________________________
Parent/ Caring Adult

Students Against Destructive Decisions

SADD and all SADD logos are registered with the United States Patent and Trademark Office and other juris-
dictions.  All rights reserved by SADD, Inc., a Massachusetts non-profit corporation.  Copying of this material
is prohibited unless written permission is received.  SADD, Inc. sponsors Students Against Driving Drunk,
Students Against Destructive Decisions and other health and safety programs.

SADD, Inc., P.O. Box 800, Marlborough, MA 01752, Tel: 508-481-3568 Toll Free 1-877-SADD-INC
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Practical Points to Consider
Consider whether you want to agree to add another name to the list of people who can be called to actually pick up the teen. While
the idea behind the Contract is to promote safety through honesty, the purpose of this is twofold: 

■ Many teens and parents may feel that the parents won’t refrain from showing their anger when receiving
a phone call. This, in turn, may prevent the teen from calling if he/she has been drinking or is dependent
for a ride on someone who has been drinking. 

■ The parent may not be available when the teen calls. Another agreed upon, responsible and trustwor-
thy adult who communicates well with you both and who would be willing, might also be considered
as an option.

Future Communication
You have just spent a considerable amount of time discussing destructive decisions and the merits of the Contract for Life.
However, it is a tool that was designed to open ongoing lines of communication and should not be considered to have a beginning
and an end. To ensure that the commitment is upheld, frequently revisit the issues that affect teens and their families. How will you
manage this? Here are some recommendations:

■ Make a commitment to have frequent conversations about your day to day activities, schedule “meetings”
if necessary.

■ Be sure to communicate before events that may pose the risk of destructive decisions.
■ Make sure that you both know that the “doors are always open” if there is a problem.

Are there any additional items that you want to agree upon in order to keep your family healthy and safe? Feel free to add these
items to the Contract.

Commitment All Together Now

Notes:_____________________________________________________________________________________
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The Truth about Drinking with Leeza Gibbons
The Truth about Drugs with Leeza Gibbons
How to Prepare for Adolescence
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www.saddonline.com
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ctr.usf.edu/sg/sober/drunktst.htm
www.drugfreeamerica.org
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TOLL FREE NUMBERS:
SADD, Inc. 1-877-SADD-INC

D.A.R.E. America 1-800-223-3273

Love and Logic 1-800-588-5644

MADD 1-800-GET-MADD

National Clearinghouse for Alcohol and Drug Information 
1-800-729-6686

Office of National Drug Control Policy 1-800-788-2800

Partnership for a Drug-Free America 1-800-624-0100

Congratulations! You’ve made it this far.
Now it is time to talk about making commitments related to staying safe and signing the
Contract for Life. SADD has found that the Contract’s format and the opportunity for signa-
tures lend a degree of formality and weight to this serious discussion.

Keep in mind…
In order to have a successful negotiation session:

Read the Contract for Life together and discuss its components.
Health, Safety, and Overall Well Being
Two of the main topics covered in the Contract request that teens avoid destructive deci-
sions and refrain from using alcohol and drugs in order to stay alive and healthy. In reality,
how do you accomplish this? One way is to help teens deal with peer pressure and the feel-
ing of embarrassment. These feelings can be overwhelming for teens and often influence
their actions, leading to destructive behavior. So, preparing them to respond to these 
experiences and emotions is essential.

Role-playing different ways to say no to drugs and alcohol may provide support
in this area. Here are some recommendations of what a teenager could say or do.
You could…

■ calmly say you’re not interested, or simply, “No thanks.”
■ say you have to go home and don’t want to smell like alcohol.
■ hold the drink, but don’t drink it.
■ say you don’t want to participate in illegal activities.
■ say you don’t need alcohol or drugs to have fun.
■ say good friends wouldn’t pressure you to do something you 

already said you don’t want to do.
Parents can show their commitment to their teen’s health and safety by…

■ letting your teen know that he/she can ask you anything.
■ praising your child when he/she is honest with you.
■ establishing rules and guidelines to display commitment.
■ being a good role model.
■ offering alternative activities for your teen and his/her friends to do.
■ spending time with your teen.
■ listening to your teen’s concerns.
■ accentuating your child’s skills to reinforce self-esteem.

What happens if a destructive decision is made?
How would each of you react in the event that a destructive decision did occur, and what would the
consequences for this behavior be? In addition to the legal and physical issues involved, there are
also emotional repercussions that involve the family. So, it is important that teens feel secure
enough to inform their parents of their actions, and that parents are available for their teens and
appreciate their teen’s honesty. As a parent, how can you create a secure environment that will
lend to honesty and openness? Setting rules may help. Here are some recommendations.

■ Discuss options for household rules regarding inappropriate behavior.
■ Keep in mind age appropriateness.
■ Voice your reasons for wanting each rule and its practical use.
■ Make sure that the rules are mutually agreeable.
■ Accept that there may be occasional “unforeseen circumstances.” 
■ Discuss the consequences for breaking those rules.
■ Think about writing out the rules and consequences so that they are visible.

Drinking and Driving
Crashes resulting from drinking and driving kill thousands of young people each year, and often
destroy the hopes and dreams of entire families. This part of the Contract requests that both par-
ents and teen commit to the same concept – calling for a ride home if you and/or your driver are
not fit to drive. While this may seem like a simple concept, there are several questions to consider. 
For teens specifically:
1. How do you determine when you or your driver are unable to drive?  
2. What if you are impaired and don’t think clearly enough to carry out 

your pledge?
3. How would you feel if you hit someone while under the influence?
4. How would you feel if an impaired driver hit you?
5. Are you willing to call for a ride despite the fact that it may be embarrassing

and your parent may be angry?
6. Are you willing to accept the consequences for being in this situation?
7. Are you willing to discuss how you came to be in this situation in a calm and

caring manner when you are sober?
8. Are you willing to show your parent appreciation for dropping everything, 

getting out of bed, and getting dressed to pick you up?
For parents specifically:
1. Are you willing to drop everything and pick up your child if he/she calls?
2. Are you willing to postpone discussion until all parties can communicate 

calmly and clearly?
3. Are you willing to accept the fact that your child acted responsibly in calling

you and praise him/her for that?
4. Are you willing to follow through with any consequences that you and your

child agreed upon for this behavior?

Can you establish a simple rule that the driver of the vehicle you are in should not have had 
anything to drink? Remember that anger and punishment are temporary, but car crashes can 
have permanent repercussions. 

■ Remember this is a conversation, not
an argument, lecture, or soapbox.

■ Express your interests, including
your beliefs, feelings, and wishes.

■ Listen carefully and do not interrupt.
■ Think about the issues from the

other person’s point of view.
■ Realize that negotiating does not

mean “giving up” or “giving in.”
■ Maintain self-control if you hear

something that you do not like.

■ Don’t worry about other parents or
teens and what they will think.

■ Brainstorm options together and
make sure that options provide for
mutual gains.

■ Make sure that you treat each other
fairly and that everyone feels as if
they were heard.

■ Discuss the future as related to these
issues, not the past.



Advice from teens and parents about opening communication…
“Be straightforward, don’t beat around the bush.”
“I wish more teens would be not as afraid to talk to their parents.
You just have to approach them at the right time.”

“When you’re not open with your parents, that is when they
worry more and that is when they might come out of nowhere
and question you.  If you’re open, it’s easier.”

“Some parents refuse to acknowledge that their teens may drink.
One did, until her son called for a ride and it saved his life.”

“Help your children by getting to know the parents of their
friends, and call a parent of a child having a party to make sure
that no alcohol will be served.”

What teenagers and parents say about the SADD Contract…
“I was hoping I’d get a break with it. ‘You will not argue with me
until I am sober in the morning,’ that’s the part that caught my
attention because I thought — my parents would do that?”

“It [discussing the Contract] was positive because it was some-
thing concrete to have which had already been an unwritten
understanding before.”

“Of course they’ll do it [drop everything and pick her up if
necessary].  They’re my parents.  They agreed that they would
do it under any circumstances.”

“My parents were willing to sign it because they have seen the
effects [of drunk driving].”

“Some teens are afraid to bring the Contract to their parents
because they fear their parents will assume they’re drinking.”

“One father called his daughter for a ride because he had made a
promise not to drink and drive.”

“Kids who show the Contract to their parents are saying, ‘I’m going
to be responsible, but if I’m not, I want your support if I call.’”
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