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Objectives
1. To help parents understand teen risk-taking and its 

relationship to youth development.

2. To help parents understand the positive and negative aspects 
of risk-taking from the perspective of youth.

3. To help parents understand the factors which contribute to 
youths’ decision-making about risk behaviors.

Risk-taking and Youth Development
It is important to consider youth risk behaviors in the broader 
context of the young person’s life and development.  For 
example, if the risky behavior takes place among a group of 
highly motivated and otherwise physically and emotionally 
healthy young people, it is unlikely that the risky behavior will, 
in and of itself, have extremely negative consequences.  In 
contrast, if the risky behavior is part of a broader syndrome or 
“pattern” of negative or dangerous behaviors, then the risky 
behavior is likely to be indicative of a problem that may even 
require treatment or intervention (Jessor & Jessor, 1977).  This 
means that participating in some risky behaviors, such as 
drinking alcohol, does not necessarily result in problems for 
young people (Schulenberg et al., 1997).

Positive and Negative Aspects of Risk-
taking
Teens may perceive certain “benefi ts” from risky behaviors, such 
as alcohol use, drug use, and sexual activity.  Alcohol use is one 
example. Youth drink because they think alcohol makes it easier 
to meet other people, relaxes their social inhibitions, and helps 
them have more fun.  Not all individuals who drink experience 
negative consequences, and not all individuals who experience 
negative consequences are going to experience them every time 
they drink.  The experience of negative consequences is going 
to be based, at least in part, on factors other than drinking; 
examples include drinking and driving, or drinking that leads to 
unprotected sexual activity or other unsafe behavior. This is true 
for other risk behaviors as well.

It is not simply teens’ feelings of being invulnerable to risky 
situations that prompt them to take risks. So while adults assume 
that teens, knowing the risks of taking part in various activities 
such as drinking alcohol, using drugs, or sexual activity, will 
decline to participate in the activity, that is often not the case. 
Teens assess risk differently than do adults.

Decision-making about Risk-taking
By defi nition, risk-taking carries some potential for loss. 
Since every option is risky, the question is why people choose 
particular risks.  An individual weighs options by considering the 
expected value of each option weighted by the likelihood that it 
will occur (Beyth-Marom & Fischhoff, 1997; Furby & Beyth-
Marom, 1992).  Then a decision is made based on the level 
of risk one is willing to accept in exchange for some benefi t.  
However, individuals make less systematic decisions because 
of habit (Fischhoff, Crowell, & Kipke, 1999).  One’s decision 
is affected by mood, past experiences, thought processes, 
individual perception of desirable and undesirable outcomes 
(Neumann & Politser, 1992), social pressure, time constraints, 
information and skills (Fischhoff et al., 1999).  As a result, one’s 
assessment of the potential for loss is likely to be inaccurate 
(Yates & Stone, 1992).  Further, because outcomes are typically 
uncertain, good decision-making does not guarantee a positive 
outcome; nor does poor decision-making guarantee a negative 
outcome (Fischhoff et al., 1999).

To fully understand youth decision-making, one must consider 
the full picture, the context in which youth decision-making 
takes place.  Knowing the risks of various activities is only 
one factor among many in teens’ decision-making. Decision-
making is affected by: personality; stage of development; overall 
maturity; cognitive, social, and emotional development; family; 
peers; as well as biological factors such as brain development.  
Teens tend to value options and potential outcomes differently 
than do adults, so what may look to an adult like an uninformed 
decision may look to a teen like a decision made systematically.  
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For example, getting hurt or failing a test may not be a big deal 
to a teen; avoiding being teased at school may be a huge deal.  
Even knowing the risk and still making what parents see as a 
poor choice does not mean the teen is “stupid” or “irrational.”

Working to improve adolescent decision-making about risk 
behaviors requires understanding where youth’s decision-making 
process breaks down or is faulty (Beyth-Marom & Fischhoff, 
1997).  Learning to make decisions about risk-taking is a family 
affair.  Parents not only try to pass along decision-making skills 
and family values, they also try to learn how to work with their 
teens, and support their learning to make decisions.  Teens need 
opportunities to make independent decisions and deal with the 
positive and negative consequences of those decisions.

More specifi cally, youth may experience three key challenges 
when making decisions about risk-taking.  First, there is often 
a mismatch between knowledge and behavior:  youth choose to 
participate in behaviors when they are aware of the potential for 
negative outcomes (Selman & Adalbjarnardottir, 2000).  Second, 
youth tend to think that you must expose yourself to a potential 
negative outcome numerous times before actually experiencing 
a negative outcome.  They often overestimate their ability to 
identify and avoid dangerous situations (Fischhoff et al., 1999).  
Finally, although youth may be well informed about the potential 
risks associated with participating in different behaviors, when 
applying that knowledge to self they either deny what they know 
or they do not think the information applies to them (Mitchell, 
1998).

References
Beyth-Marom, R., & Fischhoff, B. (1997). Adolescents’ 

decisions about risks: A cognitive perspective. In J. 
Schulenberg, J. L. Maggs, & K. Hurrelmann (Eds.), Health 
risks and developmental transitions during adolescence (pp. 
110-135). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Fischhoff, B., Crowell, N. A., & Kipke, M. (Eds.). (1999). 
Adolescent decision making: Implications for prevention 
programs: Summary of a workshop. Commission on 
Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education, National 
Research Council, Institute of Medicine. Washington, DC: 
National Academy Press.

Furby, L., & Beyth-Marom, R. (1992). Risk taking in 
adolescence: A decision-making perspective. Developmental 
Review, 12, 1-44.

Jessor, R., & Jessor, S. L. (1977). Problem behavior and 
psychosocial development: A longitudinal study of youth. 
New York: Academic Press.

Mitchell, J. J. (1998). The natural limitations of youth: The 
predispositions that shape the adolescent character. 
Stamford, CT: Ablex.

Neumann, P. J., & Politser, P. E. (1992). Risk and optimality. In 
J. F. Yates (Ed.), Risk-taking behavior (pp. 27-47). Chichester, 
England: John Wiley & Sons.

Schulenberg, J., Maggs, J. L., & Hurrelmann K. (Eds.). 
(1997). Health risks and developmental transitions during 
adolescence. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Selman, R. L., & Adalbjarnardottir, S. (2000). A developmental 
method to analyze the personal meaning adolescents make 
of risk and relationship: The case of “drinking.” Applied 
Developmental Science, 4, 47-65.

Yates, J. F., & Stone, E. R. (1992). Risk appraisal. In J. F. Yates 
(Ed.), Risk-taking behavior (pp. 49-85). Chichester, England: 
John Wiley & Sons.

Research Background for Facilitators p. 2



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


