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behind
the wheel

“The very riskiest time for your child is when they first
begin to drive without you in the car. I think sometimes
parents overlook the importance of the vehicle, and it’s
one of the things parents have a lot of control over.”
Anne McCartt, senior vice president of research, Insurance Institute for Highway Safety

acceleration makes driving fast very enticing
for teens. Although an image-conscious
teen may be pushing for that sleek, stylish
sports car, McCartt suggests the opposite.
“Big and boring vehicles are what we
think teenagers should be in,” she says.

Safety First

By // Angela Ambrose

T

Their
First Car

he type of car you choose for your newly
licensed teen may be the single most
important decision you make for your child.
“The riskiest time for your child is
when they first begin to drive without
you in the car,” says Anne McCartt, senior vice
president of research at the Insurance Institute for
Highway Safety (IIHS). “I think sometimes parents
overlook the importance of the vehicle, and it’s one
of the things parents have a lot of control over.”
The likelihood of crashing for 16- to 19-yearolds is three times higher than the rate for adult
drivers, and it’s the very highest at age 16, according
to McCartt. The good news is that crash-related
deaths for all ages are decreasing yearly because car
manufacturers are building safer cars with more
high-tech safety features than ever before.
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Size Matters
When deciding whether to hand down your old car
to your teen or shop for a new or used one, she advises
parents to consider several important factors, including
size, horsepower, crash test ratings and safety features.
“We pay a lot of attention to size,” says McCartt. “We
recommend that teens be in a mid-size or bigger vehicle.
Everything being equal, you’re always better protected in
a crash if you’re in a larger vehicle. Small cars just don’t
offer the best protection compared with larger vehicles.”
Not surprisingly, parents often gravitate
toward the smaller compact vehicles because they
are more affordable and offer better gas mileage.
McCartt says there is also a misconception that
smaller vehicles are more maneuverable.
The second factor to consider is engine horsepower.
A sporty car with a high horsepower engine and quick

{DID YOU KNOW? } Fifty-six percent of teens say they talk on the phone while driving. Talking on a cell phone can double the likelihood
of an accident, as well as slow a young driver’s reaction time down to that of a 70-year-old.

Another critical factor is the crash test
ratings and safety features of the vehicle. With
the power of the Internet, accessing the most
up-to-date safety information has never been
easier. Before shopping for a vehicle, check
out the National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration (NHTSA) and IIHS websites.
The NHTSA website (safercar.gov) uses 5-star
safety ratings to measure how vehicles perform
in frontal and side crash tests and to assess
the risk of rollover. The site also allows users
to compare multiple vehicles and to check if
a car has been recalled for a safety defect.
The IIHS website (iihs.org) rates vehicles
as good, acceptable, marginal or poor based
on the results of five separate crash tests. The
vehicles with the best safety scores receive the
highly coveted “Top Safety Pick” and “Top
Safety Pick Plus” designations. Both websites
offer detailed information about the latest
safety features and driving tips for all ages.
One of the most innovative safety
features to come along in recent years is
Electronic Stability Control (ESC). This
feature has proven so effective in preventing
crashes that the government has made it
mandatory on all 2012 vehicles and newer.
This must-have feature helps the
driver maintain control of the vehicle,
especially when taking corners too fast or
driving on slippery roads. It senses when
the driver is losing control of the car and
automatically applies the brakes to one
or more of the wheels to turn the vehicle
in the direction intended by the driver.
Some of the newer vehicles, especially
the luxury models, offer additional crash
avoidance technologies such as Lane

Departure Warning (LDW) and Forward
Collision Warning (FCW). LDW monitors
lane markings and warns the driver if the
car begins to drift into another lane. FCW
helps avoid collisions by detecting if the
vehicle gets too close to another vehicle
and alerts the driver to apply the brakes.

Old is New
While newer cars offer the most
cutting-edge safety features, plenty of
safe used cars are available, usually at
significantly lower prices. If you’re in the
market for a used car, make sure the vehicle
has basic safety features such as front air
bags, side and curtain air bags and ESC.
In the past decade, sport utility
vehicles (SUVs) and pickup trucks have
had a high rate of rollover accidents due
to their high center of gravity. With the
addition of Electronic Stability Control
and a redesigned lower center of gravity,
SUVs have now become one of the
safest types of vehicles on the road.
“When you look at how much
safer SUVs have become, I think that
the electronic stability control is key,”
says McCartt. “They’re a lot less likely
to roll over than they used to be.”
Pickup trucks remain a less popular
choice for teens, especially the older
models, because manufacturers tend
to add safety features to pickup trucks
later than other types of vehicles.
“It’s a lot of vehicle to handle,
and especially if the pickup doesn’t
have ESC, we wouldn’t recommend
it for a teen,” says McCartt.
Teens are at the highest risk of
crashing of any age group in the U.S., so
choose the safest car you can afford.
“If you’re deciding whether to hand
down your new very safe vehicle or an old
beat up one, hand down the safer one,” says
McCartt. If your teen gets in a serious crash,
it will be the best decision of your life.

Under
the Hood
Once your teen has his or her new
vehicle, here are a few things they’ll need
to know to keep it running smoothly.

jNeed a Jump?

If your teen “accidentally” leaves
the car lights on for hours, he’ll need
to jump-start the battery. Working with
jumper cables can be a bit intimidating
the first time, so familiarize your teen
with the steps so he’ll know exactly
what to do if the time comes.

jFix a Flat

Nothing is more frustrating
than a flat tire, but teaching your
teen to change one safely can get
him on the road again. In addition,
store a flat-tire repair product in
their emergency car kit. This can
provide a temporary band-aid so
your teen can drive the car to the
shop and get the tire fixed properly.

jLighten Up

Is that bright red oil can symbol
on the dashboard an annoyance—
or an immediate action item? The
owner’s manual typically provides
a description of the various lights on
the dashboard and the steps that
should be taken if one is activated.

jOil Change

Speaking of dashboard
lights, the oil can symbol
alerts your teen that it’s time
for a change. If the car runs
a bit short before the next
scheduled oil change, teach
your teen to add oil, if
necessary, to keep the car
running smoothly.

jStay Cool

An engine that
begins overheating can be
a daunting problem. Teach your teen
how to check the coolant and how to
safely add some, if needed.
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