
Insurers play an important role in reducing teen driving risk before it 
results in preventable crashes, injuries, and claims. As young drivers 
face growing exposure to marijuana, counterfeit pills, fentanyl, and 
other impairing substances, traditional safety tools may not capture 
the full picture. By combining telematics, driver education, family 
engagement, and voluntary substance-use prevention strategies, 
insurers can help families address the behavioral risks that 
influence decision-making behind the wheel.

This whitepaper examines the relationship between 
adolescent substance use, roadway safety, and insurance 
risk management. It explores the limitations of current driver-
monitoring tools, explains how substance use can affect 
judgment and reaction time, and considers how voluntary, 
family-centered monitoring could complement existing teen 
driver safety programs. The goal is to help insurers move 
beyond measuring risk toward giving families more tools to 
prevent it.
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Over the past two decades, the insurance industry has transformed 
the way it understands and manages driver risk. From sophisticated 
actuarial models and telematics to usage-based insurance and 
behavioral analytics, carriers today have more data than ever before 
to predict claims, price policies, and encourage safer driving. These 
innovations have fundamentally changed how risk is measured and 
managed (Insurance Institute for Highway Safety; National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration). Yet one important risk factor remains 
largely absent from the conversation. Substance use.

As marijuana legalization expands, high-potency cannabis products become more common, fentanyl continues to infiltrate the 
illicit drug supply, and patterns of adolescent drug experimentation evolve, insurers are facing a risk environment that looks very 
different than it did a decade ago (National Institute on Drug Abuse; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). While research 
consistently demonstrates that alcohol and many drugs can impair reaction time, judgment, attention, and decision-making, 
these behavioral risks are largely invisible to today’s underwriting and prevention strategies (National Institute on Drug Abuse).

Current approaches excel at measuring how teens drive. Telematics can identify speeding, hard braking, rapid acceleration, 
distracted driving, and miles driven. Driver education teaches safe vehicle 
operation, while parents increasingly rely on smartphone apps and GPS 
technology to monitor their teens’ whereabouts. Together, these tools provide 
valuable insight into driving behavior.

What they cannot measure is whether a young driver may be experiencing one 
of the most significant contributors to impaired judgment before they ever get 
behind the wheel.

This paper argues that the next opportunity in teen driver safety may not come 
from improving risk prediction alone, but from expanding risk prevention. It 

explores the relationship between adolescent substance use, roadway safety, and insurance risk management. It examines 
whether voluntary, family-centered substance-use monitoring could complement existing safety initiatives as part of a more 
comprehensive approach to reducing preventable crashes and claims.

The purpose of this paper is not to advocate for a specific product or underwriting requirement. Rather, it is to examine an 
overlooked dimension of teen driver safety, review the available evidence, and explore whether insurers have an opportunity to 
move beyond pricing risk toward helping families reduce it.

If insurers have become increasingly sophisticated at measuring vehicles and driving behavior, the next frontier may be 
understanding one of the most influential variables they have yet to address: the behavioral factors that affect a driver’s ability to 
make safe decisions behind the wheel.
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The Future of Teen Driver Safety

For decades, improving teen driver safety has been a national priority. Graduated driver licensing laws, advances 
in vehicle safety technology, improvements in roadway engineering, and increased public awareness have all 
contributed to meaningful reductions in crash fatalities among young drivers. Compared with the mid-1970s, the 
number of teenagers killed in motor vehicle crashes has declined dramatically, demonstrating that sustained 

Telematics reveals how teens 

drive, but cannot identify 

substance use and impairment 

that may compromise judgment 

before driving.
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investments in prevention can save lives (Insurance Institute for Highway Safety).  Despite this progress, teen drivers remain 
the highest-risk demographic on roads.

Drivers between the ages of 16 and 19 log fewer miles than most other age groups, yet they are involved in crashes at 
disproportionately high rates. According to the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, the fatal crash rate per mile driven for 
drivers ages 16-19 is just over three times higher than the rate for drivers age 20 and older, with the greatest risk occurring during 
the first years of independent driving. The consequences extend well beyond traffic statistics. Motor vehicle crashes remain 
one of the leading causes of death for adolescents in the United States. In 2024, 2,899 teenagers between the ages of 13 and 
19 lost their lives in motor vehicle crashes, accounting for approximately 7% of all motor vehicle crash fatalities nationwide 
(Insurance Institute for Highway Safety). 

From an insurance perspective, these crashes also represent a significant 
financial burden. Every collision carries costs that extend beyond vehicle repair, 
including emergency medical care, rehabilitation, litigation, increased premiums, 
lost productivity, and, in the most tragic cases, lifelong consequences for families 
and communities. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration estimates 
that motor vehicle crashes impose hundreds of billions of dollars in economic 
costs annually across the United States through medical expenses, workplace 
losses, property damage, emergency services, insurance administration, and 
reduced quality of life. These costs are ultimately shared by insurers, policyholders, 
employers, healthcare systems, and taxpayers. 

The insurance industry has responded by investing heavily in technologies and 
programs designed to better understand and reduce teen driver risk. Usage-
based insurance programs monitor speed, braking, acceleration, mileage, and 
time of day. Driver education programs teach hazard recognition and defensive 
driving techniques. Graduated driver licensing laws have reduced exposure 
to many of the highest-risk driving situations, particularly nighttime driving and 
transporting multiple teen passengers. Research shows these policies have 
contributed to measurable reductions in both fatal crashes and insurance claims 
among newly licensed drivers (Insurance Institute for Highway Safety). Yet even 
with these advances, one fundamental challenge remains. 

Most current approaches focus on how teens drive after they begin operating a vehicle. They measure driving behaviors, 
environmental conditions, and vehicle performance with increasing precision. What they cannot directly assess are the 
behavioral factors that may influence a young driver’s judgment before the ignition is ever turned.  That distinction is important. 

Understanding why teen drivers remain disproportionately represented in serious crashes requires looking beyond vehicle 
operation alone and considering the broader factors that shape decision-making, risk perception, and behavior during 
adolescence. 

At a Glance: Teen Driver Risk

3x higher fatal crash rate 
per mile driven than drivers 
age 20 and older.

Highest risk occurs in 
the earliest driving years, 
especially among 16- and 
17-year-olds.

Crashes create serious 
human and financial 
consequences for families, 
insurers, and communities.

Teen drivers (ages 16-19) 

have a fatal crash rate per 

mile driven just over three 
times higher than drivers age 

20 and older. Risk is highest 

among 16- and 17-year-olds. 

(CDC, 2022)

Metric Key Finding Source

Fatal crash rate Just over 3x higher per mile driven than drivers 20+ IIHS

Teen crash deaths (2024) 2,899 IIHS

Leading cause of death Motor vehicle crashes among teens IIHS/NHTSA

Most effective intervention Graduated Driver Licensing IIHS
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At first glance, today’s adolescents appear to be making healthier choices than previous generations. 

According to the National Institute of Health’s Monitoring the Future survey, the nation’s longest-running study of 
adolescent use, reported use of alcohol, cannabis, nicotine, and most illicit drugs remains near historic lows. In fact, 
many measures of substance use have either stabilized or continued to decline since the sharp reductions observed 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Those findings are encouraging, and they deserve recognition. However, they tell only part of the story. 

While fewer teenagers report using drugs than a decade ago, the 
substance-use environment surrounding today’s adolescents 
has changed dramatically. The drugs themselves are different. 
Their potency has increased. New methods of consumption have 
emerged. Counterfeit pills have introduced unprecedented risks. 
And experimentation increasingly occurs in an environment where a 
single decision can carry far greater consequences than it once did. 

For parents, educators, healthcare professionals, and insurers alike, 
this shift represents an important distinction: lower prevalence does 
not necessarily translate into lower risk. 

Marijuana Has Changed

Cannabis is no longer the same product many adults remember from previous decades. As legalization has expanded 
across the United States, average THC concentrations in commercial cannabis products have increased substantially 
compared with products commonly available several decades ago. Today’s marketplace also includes highly 
concentrated products such as vape cartridges, oils, waxes, edibles, and concentrates, many of which contain THC 
levels well beyond those found in traditional cannabis flower. Research has shown that higher-potency cannabis 
products may increase the risk of acute impairment and adverse psychological effects, particularly among adolescents 
whose brains are still developing. 

For young drivers, the question is no longer simply whether cannabis is being used; it is what is being used, how potent 
it is, and whether it may affect judgment and decision-making. 

Nicotine Has Evolved

Nicotine use among adolescents has also changed significantly.  Traditional cigarette smoking among teens has 
declined dramatically over the past two decades. In its place, vaping devices, disposable e-cigarettes, nicotine 
pouches, and flavored nicotine products have become increasingly common. According to the 2025 Monitoring the 

Teen Substance Use Is Changing

Today’s cannabis products often 

contain substantially higher 
concentrations of THC than 

products commonly available 

several decades ago, changing both 

the nature and potential impact of 

adolescent cannabis use.   

(CDC, 2023)

Why This Matters To Insurers

Insurers are highly effective at measuring driving behavior and pricing teen driver risk.

Teen drivers still remain the highest-risk demographic on the road.

Understanding what happens before a teen gets behind the wheel may reveal overlooked risks.

Current risk models may not capture every factor affecting safer decision-making.
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Why This Matters To Insurers

Driving technology measures behavior after the trip begins.

Many high-risk decisions occur before a teen enters the vehicle.

Prevention strategies must evolve alongside changing behavioral risks.

Today’s substance-use landscape differs from previous generations.

Future survey, nicotine vaping remains one of the most frequently reported forms of substance use among adolescents, even 
as overall rates have stabilized or declined in recent years. 

These products often deliver nicotine more efficiently than traditional cigarettes. They 
can be easier to conceal from parents and educators, reflecting how rapidly the youth 
substance-use landscape continues to evolve. 

Prescription Drugs and Counterfeit Pills

Perhaps the most significant change over the past decade is not how often teens misuse 
prescription drugs; those rates have declined to historic lows, but the consequences 
when they do. 

Illicitly manufactured counterfeit pills made to resemble legitimate prescription 
medications have become increasingly common throughout the United States. Many 
contain fentanyl, a synthetic opioid approximately 50 times more potent than heroin. 
As the National Institute on Drug Abuse has noted, many adolescents may be unaware 
that pills obtained outside of licensed pharmacies can contain fentanyl, dramatically 
increasing the risk of overdose. 

The result is a profound shift in risk. While experimentation itself may be less common 
than in previous generations, the potential consequences of a single episode of 
experimentation can be far more severe.

The Rise of Polysubstance Use

Another important trend is that substance use increasingly cannot be viewed one drug at a time.  Researchers have observed 
that adolescents who use one substance are more likely to report using others, whether simultaneously or over time. Cannabis, 
nicotine, alcohol, and other substances often intersect, creating a more complicated behavioral risk profile than traditional 
prevention programs were designed to address. Monitoring these trends requires looking beyond individual drugs and 
understanding substance use as part of a broader pattern of adolescent risk-taking. 

The changing nature of adolescent substance use presents a challenge for everyone invested in teen safety. The overall number 
of teens experimenting with drugs may be lower than in previous decades, but the complexity of today’s environment demands a 
different conversation. 

For insurers, the implication is straightforward. Risk is no longer defined solely by how many teens use substances. It is 
increasingly shaped by what they use, how they use it, and the consequences those substances may have on judgment, 
decision-making, and ultimately, driving behavior. 

Did You Know?
Research funded by the NIH 

has found that adolescent drug 
use has remained relatively low 

in recent years. At the same 
time, overdose deaths involving 

counterfeit pills contaminated 
with fentanyl have risen sharply, 

illustrating that the danger lies 
not only in how many teens use 

drugs, but also in how dangerous 
today’s drug supply has become. 
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Insurance has always been about understanding risk.  Over decades, carriers have developed increasingly sophisticated models 
to predict the likelihood of future claims. Modern underwriting considers hundreds of variables, from driver age and experience to 
vehicle characteristics, geographic location, claims history, credit-based insurance scores (where permitted), annual mileage, and 
increasingly, real-time driving behavior captured through telematics.

Collectively, these tools have transformed how insurers assess risk. Rather than relying solely on broad demographic averages, 
many carriers now incorporate behavioral data that reflects how an individual actually drives. Hard braking, rapid acceleration, 
speeding, nighttime driving, distracted driving, and miles driven all provide meaningful insight into crash risk and have become valuable 
components of pricing and loss prevention. 

This evolution represents a significant achievement for the industry. Yet these models share an important characteristic. They primarily 
measure exposure, history, or driving behavior.  They do not directly measure the behavioral factors that may influence a driver’s 
judgment before a trip begins.

For example, an underwriting model may know: 

•	 The vehicle being driven.

•	 The driver’s age and experience.

•	 The neighborhood where the vehicle is garaged. 

These variables are all valuable predictors of risk.

What they cannot answer is a fundamentally different question: Is this teen currently engaging in behaviors that may increase the 
likelihood of impaired driving? That is not a question about driving technique. It is a question about behavioral risk.

Behavioral risks are often more difficult to observe than speeding or hard braking because they exist outside the vehicle. They include the 
decisions, habits, and environmental factors that shape whether a driver begins a trip capable of making safe judgments in the first place. 

This distinction matters because insurers have historically excelled at responding to 
observable driving behaviors. Telematics, usage-based insurance, graduated driver 
licensing, and defensive driving programs all seek to reduce crashes by encouraging safer 
decisions behind the wheel. 

The next opportunity may be broader. Rather than asking only “How is this teen driving?”, 
insurers may also benefit from asking “What factors influence whether this teen is 
prepared to drive safely at all?”

These questions are not intended to replace today’s underwriting models. Instead, they 
suggest that behavioral risk may represent a complementary dimension of prevention; 
one that has received comparatively less attention despite its potential influence on claim 
frequency and severity. 

Why This Matters for Insurers

•	 How frequently the driver speeds.

•	 Whether hard braking or distracted driving occurs.

•	 How many miles the vehicle travels.

•	 Prior violations or claims.

Today’s Underwriting Measures Behavioral Questions It Doesn’t Directly Answer

Vehicle Is the driver currently making decisions that could affect safe vehicle operation?

Driving record Are there emerging behavioral risks that have not yet resulted in a violation or claim?

Zip code Is the driver engaging in behaviors associated with impaired judgment? 

Credit-based insurance score (where permitted) Has anything changed since the policy was written that may increase impairment-related risk?

Key Insight
Today’s underwriting models 
are exceptionally effective at 

evaluating who is driving, what 
they are driving, where they 

are driving, and how they 
drive. They are less equipped 

to evaluate whether behavioral 
factors that influence 

judgment may already be 
present before the trip begins. 
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As insurers continue to invest in predictive analytics and proactive loss prevention, expanding the conversation to include behavioral 
factors may represent a natural evolution in risk management rather than a departure from it.

The Cost of Inaction
Every insurer understands that the best claim is the one that never occurs

For decades, the insurance industry has invested heavily in helping policyholders avoid losses before they happen. Defensive 
driving discounts, graduated driver licensing support, telematics programs, fraud prevention initiatives, and home safety 
incentives all reflect the same underlying philosophy: preventing a claim is almost always more valuable than paying one. 

This approach has produced measurable benefits. By encouraging safer behaviors, insurers have reduced claim frequency, 
improved underwriting performance, and created stronger relationships with policyholders.

Yet much of the industry’s investment remains focused on managing risk after it has become visible.

Telematics identifies unsafe driving once a vehicle is in motion. Claims data reveals patterns after losses occur. Underwriting 
models estimate future exposure using historical information. These tools are essential, but by design, they are largely reactive. 
They respond to behaviors that have already emerged or events that have already happened. 

The question is whether there are opportunities to intervene even earlier.  If certain 
behavioral factors are associated with an increased likelihood of impaired driving, 
helping families recognize and address those risks before they contribute to a crash 
could shift the conversation from responding to losses toward preventing them. 

The potential value extends beyond any single claim.  A reduction in crash 
frequency may also reduce claim severity, emergency medical costs, litigation 
expenses, property damage, rental vehicle costs, administrative overhead, 
and long-term premium volatility. Serious crashes often carry lasting financial 
and human consequences that extend well beyond the initial loss, affecting 
policyholders, families, communities, healthcare systems, and insurers alike. 

There are broader business implications as well. Policyholders increasingly expect 
insurers to serve not only as financial providers but also as partners in safety and 
risk prevention. Programs that help customers reduce risk can strengthen trust, differentiate carriers in competitive markets, 
and improve long-term customer relationships. Preventing a catastrophic loss creates value that cannot be fully captured on a 
balance sheet. 

Why This Matters To Insurers

Insurance has evolved from pricing risk to helping policyholders reduce it.

Telematics, coaching, and usage-based insurance support safer driving behavior.

Understanding those factors could expand prevention beyond what current models were designed to measure.

Some behavioral risks begin before a vehicle is ever in motion.

Key Insight
Insurance carriers already invest billions 

of dollars each year responding to 
motor vehicle crashes through claims 

payments, medical expenses, litigation, 
repairs, and administrative costs. The 

question is not whether prevention has 
value; it is whether additional upstream 
intervention could reduce the likelihood 
or severity of losses before they occur. 
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Importantly, this is not an argument that any single intervention will eliminate crashes or prevent impaired driving. Human 
behavior is complex, and no prevention strategy is universally effective. Rather, it reflects a broader principle that has guided 
insurance innovation for decades: small investments made before a loss occurs can generate meaningful value when they 
reduce the likelihood or severity of future claims. 

The opportunity, therefore, is not simply to improve pricing accuracy.  It is to consider whether expanding prevention efforts to 
include additional behavioral risk factors could further reduce losses while creating value for policyholders and insurers alike.

The Cost of a Single Serious Crash

For insurers, the financial impact of a serious motor vehicle crash extends well beyond the cost of repairing a vehicle or settling a 
claim.

According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), motor vehicle crashes generated an estimated $340 
billion in direct economic costs in the United States in a single year. When broader quality-of-life impacts are included, the 
total societal harm rises to approximately $1.4 trillion. These costs encompass far more than vehicle damage—they reflect 
the ripple effects crashes have on families, businesses, insurers, healthcare systems, employers, and communities. 

For an insurance carrier, a serious crash can trigger multiple layers of cost, including:

•	 Emergency medical services, hospitalization, and long-term rehabilitation 

•	 Vehicle repair or total loss payments 

•	 Liability claims and litigation 

•	 Rental vehicles and transportation expenses 

•	 Claims investigation and administration  

NHTSA’s analysis also highlights that the economic consequences of crashes 
extend far beyond the individuals directly involved. Insurance premiums, taxes, lost 
productivity, traffic congestion, and healthcare expenditures spread these costs 
throughout society, reinforcing why preventing even a small number of serious 
crashes creates value well beyond the insurance claim itself. 

For insurers, every crash prevented represents more than an avoided claim. It 
represents avoided medical costs, lower administrative burden, improved customer 
outcomes, stronger portfolio performance, and the opportunity to fulfill the 
industry’s most fundamental objective: reducing loss before it occurs.

The Economics of Prevention
NHTSA estimates that motor vehicle 
crashes in the United States result in:

$340 billion in annual 
direct economic costs  

$1.4 trillion in total societal 
harm when quality-of-life 
impacts are included  

Costs spanning medical 
care, emergency services, 
legal expenses, insurance 
administration, congestion, 
lost productivity, and 
property damage 

Every prevented crash creates value, 
not only for insurers, but also for 
policyholders, employers, healthcare 
providers, and society as a whole.

•	 Legal and settlement costs 

•	 Increased future claim costs and reserve requirements 

•	 Customer dissatisfaction and policyholder attrition 

•	 Reputational impact following catastrophic events 

Why This Matters To Insurers

Insurance has always aimed to prevent losses.

Prevention drives many insurance innovations.

Telematics and usage-based insurance reduce risk.

New strategies can address emerging behavioral risks.
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Expanding the Opportunity to Prevent Loss Before It Occurs

Insurance has evolved from paying claims to predicting risk and influencing behavior. The next frontier may lie even further upstream, 
addressing behavioral risk factors before a vehicle is ever in motion.

Parents have never had more tools to help keep their teenage drivers safe.

Over the past decade, a growing ecosystem of technologies has emerged to support families before, during, and after a teen gets 
behind the wheel. Many of these tools are designed to improve driving habits, increase accountability, and reduce crash risk through 
greater visibility and coaching. 

Today’s parents can: 

•	 Enroll their teen in driver education programs.

•	 Monitor vehicle location using GPS.

•	 Set curfews and receive alerts for late-night driving.

•	 Track speed, acceleration, and hard braking. 

Collectively, these innovations represent a remarkable evolution in teen driver safety. Families today have access to more information 
about driving behavior than at any point in history, and insurers have played a central role in making many of these technologies widely 
available. Yet they all have one thing in common. They measure what happens once a trip begins. 

The Prevention Continuum

The Prevention Gap
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The Prevention Continuum
Expanding the Opportunity to Prevent Loss Before It Occurs
Insurance has evolved from paying claims to predicting risk and influencing behavior. The next frontier 
may lie even further upstream, addressing behavioral risk factors before a vehicle is ever in motion.
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•	 Detect mobile phone use while driving.

•	 Review dash camera footage after an incident.

•	 Receive seatbelt reminders and vehicle safety alerts.

•	 Participate in telematics or usage-based insurance programs that reward safer driving. 
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They tell us: 

•	 Where a teen is driving.

•	 How fast they’re driving.

•	 Whether they’re braking aggressively.

•	 Whether they’re using their phone.  

These are all meaningful indicators of driving behavior. 

What they do not directly measure is one of the factors most likely to influence every decision that follows: 

Is the driver in a condition to exercise sound judgment before the vehicle is ever put in motion? 

That question sits largely outside today’s prevention ecosystem. 

This is not a criticism of existing technologies. They were designed to measure driving behavior, not behavioral readiness. In fact, 
telematics, driver coaching, and smartphone-based safety applications have demonstrated real value in helping reduce risky 
driving and improve engagement with families. Rather, it highlights an opportunity. 

If insurers and parents agree that the goal is to reduce crashes, not simply document them, then it is reasonable to ask whether 
one important category of behavioral risk remains largely unmeasured. Addressing that question does not require replacing 
today’s prevention tools. It requires considering whether the current ecosystem is complete. 

If every major safety innovation over the past twenty years has focused on how teens drive, what opportunities exist to better 
understand whether they are prepared to drive safely in the first place? 

That is the prevention gap. 

Why This Matters To Insurers

Insurers increasingly rely on measurable risk tools.

Credit scores and telematics expanded risk insight.

Some behavioral risks may remain unmeasured.

Exploring those gaps supports insurance prevention goals.

•	 Whether they’re wearing a seatbelt.

•	 When they arrive.

•	 How many miles they drove.

Today’s Teen Driver Safety Ecosystem

But one important question largely remains unanswered:  
Is the driver’s judgment potentially being affected before the trip begins? 

We Measure… Examples

Vehicle operation Speed, acceleration, hard braking

Driver attention Phone distraction, seatbelt use

Vehicle location GPS, geofencing, curfew alerts

Driving exposure Mileage, time of day, routes

Historical risk Claims history, violations, telematics trends
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The question is not whether insurers should replace today’s prevention strategies. They shouldn’t. Telematics, driver 
education, graduated licensing, and usage-based insurance have all contributed meaningfully to safer roads and better 
underwriting. They remain essential components of modern risk management. The question is whether those tools 
represent the complete picture. 

If driving behavior and behavioral readiness are distinct dimensions of risk, they may also require different approaches 
to prevention. Traditional safety programs focus on helping teens become better drivers. They build skills, reinforce safe 
habits, and provide feedback once driving begins. A behavioral readiness model would complement those efforts by 
focusing on an earlier question: Is the driver prepared to make safe decisions before the trip even starts? 

Rather than responding to unsafe driving after it occurs, this approach seeks to identify behavioral risks early enough for 
families to intervene before those risks contribute to a crash. 

Importantly, behavioral readiness monitoring should be viewed as a voluntary prevention strategy, not an enforcement 
mechanism or an underwriting requirement. Its purpose would not be to penalize drivers or determine eligibility for 
insurance. Instead, it would provide families with objective information that could support conversations, reinforce healthy 
behaviors, and encourage informed decision-making. 

This concept is not entirely new. The insurance industry has repeatedly embraced prevention tools that give policyholders 
better risk information. Smoke detectors, water leak sensors, home security systems, telematics, and driver coaching all 
share a common principle: objective information can help people make safer decisions before a loss occurs. 

Behavioral readiness extends that same philosophy to an area that has historically been more difficult to observe. 

Whether or not insurers ultimately choose to explore this approach, the broader principle remains relevant: expanding 
prevention efforts does not necessarily require replacing existing tools. It may simply require identifying important 
dimensions of risk that current tools were never designed to measure. 

The next question, then, is practical rather than theoretical. What might a behavioral readiness program actually look 
like in practice? 

Expanding the Insurer’s Role

From Driving Behavior to Behavioral Readiness

Current Prevention Model Behavioral Readiness Model

Measures how someone drives Assesses factors that may influence safe decision-making before driving

Provides coaching after driving events Encourages informed decisions before a trip begins

Focuses on vehicle operation Complements existing tools with additional behavioral insight

Uses data to reduce crash risk Uses objective information to support prevention and family conversations

Historical risk Claims history, violations, telematics trends

Why This Matters To Insurers

Insurance innovations help policyholders avoid losses.

Behavioral readiness continues that prevention-focused evolution.

It complements telematics, underwriting, and driver education.

It addresses risk earlier in prevention.
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If behavioral readiness represents an opportunity for prevention, the next question is how insurers might thoughtfully incorporate it 
into existing risk management strategies. 

The answer is unlikely to be through underwriting mandates or policy requirements. Rather, the greatest opportunity may lie in 
the same philosophy that has guided many of the industry’s most successful innovations: voluntary participation, positive 
incentives, and shared value. 

Insurance carriers have long demonstrated that customers respond to programs that reward safer behaviors. Defensive driving 
discounts, telematics programs, smart home monitoring, and wellness initiatives all encourage participation by creating benefits for 
both the policyholder and the insurer. 

A behavioral readiness program could follow a similar model. 

Rather than serving as an underwriting tool, it could become part of a broader family safety initiative designed to encourage healthy 
decision-making and reduce preventable crashes. Participation would be voluntary, educational, and focused on prevention rather 
than enforcement. 

Depending on a carrier’s strategy, such a program could take many forms:

•	 Family Safety Programs that provide parents with additional resources to support teen driver safety. 

•	 Premium Incentives that reward voluntary participation in approved prevention initiatives, similar to existing safe-driving or telematics discounts.

•	 Safe Driver Designations recognizing families that complete comprehensive driver safety and wellness programs.

•	 Loss Prevention Services integrated alongside driver coaching, telematics, and other existing risk-reduction offerings. 

•	 Employer Partnerships that extend family safety resources through employee benefits, reinforcing workplace wellness and community safety.

•	 School and University Collaborations supporting broader education around safe driving, decision-making, and risk awareness.

•	 Community Engagement Initiatives developed with local organizations, public safety agencies, and nonprofits to strengthen teen driver safety 
beyond the insurance relationship.  

Importantly, these opportunities are not mutually exclusive. Just as telematics evolved from a niche innovation into a widely adopted 
component of modern auto insurance, behavioral readiness could begin with targeted pilot programs and expand only where 
measurable value is demonstrated.

The objective would not be to create another compliance program. It would be to give families another tool that helps reduce 
preventable risk while allowing insurers to further differentiate themselves through meaningful investments in customer safety. 

Ultimately, the opportunity is broader than any single technology or program. 

It is the opportunity to expand the insurer’s role, from financing recovery after a crash to helping families avoid one in the first place. 

Objective Behavioral Readiness in Practice

Strategic Opportunities for Carriers

Today Tomorrow

Safe-driver discounts Behavioral readiness incentives

Telematics programs Family safety programs

Claims management Expanded loss prevention services

Driver coaching Wellness-based engagement

Policyholder relationship Community safety partnerships 

Why This Matters To Insurers

Voluntary pilots can align carriers and customers.

Start small and measure real-world outcomes.

Track engagement, safety, and claims experience.

Expand only when measurable improvements appear.

Whitepaper  |  The Blind Spot in Teen Driving  | 12



The insurance industry has consistently evolved in response to new risks, new technologies, and new opportunities to 
prevent loss. Seatbelt advocacy. Graduated driver licensing. Anti-lock braking systems. Connected vehicles. Telematics. 
Usage-based insurance. Each innovation expanded the industry’s ability to understand risk, encourage safer behavior, 
and reduce claims before they occurred.

Behavioral readiness is a logical extension of that evolution.

As this paper has demonstrated, today’s teen drivers continue to represent the highest-risk segment on the road. At 
the same time, the environment in which they make decisions has changed. High-potency cannabis products, vaping, 
counterfeit pills containing fentanyl, and evolving patterns of adolescent substance use have created behavioral risks that 
existing prevention tools were not designed to assess objectively.

That creates an opportunity.

Rather than focusing exclusively on how teens drive, insurers can broaden their prevention strategies to include factors 
that influence whether a driver is prepared to make safe decisions before a trip begins.

A modern behavioral readiness program would complement, not replace, existing prevention initiatives.

It could become another voluntary layer within an insurer’s broader loss prevention strategy, alongside telematics, driver 
education, safe-driving incentives, and family engagement programs.

Such a framework could include:

•	 Voluntary participation by families seeking additional tools to support teen driver safety. 

•	 Objective behavioral monitoring that provides consistent information rather than relying solely on self-reporting. 

•	 Premium incentives that reward participation in comprehensive safety programs. 

•	 Family wellness initiatives that encourage healthy decision-making and open communication. 

•	 Safe Driver designations recognizing participation in broader prevention efforts.  

•	 School and community partnerships that reinforce safe driving education beyond the insurance relationship.  

None of these concepts represent a departure from the insurance industry’s mission.

They represent its continued evolution.

For decades, carriers have invested in technologies that improve visibility into risk, encourage safer behaviors, and 
strengthen relationships with policyholders. Behavioral readiness builds on those same principles by addressing a 
dimension of risk that has received comparatively little objective attention.

As insurers continue to compete on customer experience, prevention, and value-added services, behavioral readiness 
has the potential to become a differentiating capability, not simply another program, but another way carriers help families 
reduce risk before a claim ever occurs.

The opportunity is larger than any single technology.

It is the opportunity to redefine prevention as something that begins before the vehicle starts, before risky driving 
occurs, and before a claim is ever filed.

The strongest prevention strategies don’t replace existing tools; they strengthen them by addressing risks that were 
previously difficult to measure. 

The Future of Teen Driver Safety
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The evidence presented throughout this paper leads to a straightforward conclusion: the next evolution in teen driver safety will not 
come from replacing today’s prevention tools; it will come from expanding them.

Driver education, telematics, graduated licensing, and vehicle safety technologies have each contributed to meaningful reductions in 
risk. Yet none were designed to objectively address one of the most important influences on safe driving: sustained substance use and 
the behaviors that precede impaired decision-making.

Closing that gap requires more than awareness. It requires an objective, accurate, and credible method of measuring behavioral risk, 
one that is resistant to manipulation, meaningful over time, and capable of creating accountability before a crash occurs.

Any solution designed to support behavioral readiness should meet five essential criteria:

•	 Objective rather than dependent on self-reporting.

•	 Scientifically validated through rigorous laboratory testing.

•	 Difficult to circumvent, preserving the integrity of the program.

•	 Capable of identifying patterns of behavior over time, not simply isolated moments.

•	 Designed to deter risky behavior, not merely document it after the fact.  

Laboratory-based hair analysis is uniquely aligned with these requirements.

Unlike testing methods that capture only recent substance use, hair testing provides a long-term view of behavioral patterns, making 
it particularly well suited for prevention programs focused on sustained decision-making rather than momentary impairment. Just as 
importantly, hair testing is widely recognized as one of the most difficult drug testing methodologies to defeat through timing, dilution, or 
common adulteration techniques. That integrity is essential for any program intended to influence behavior through accountability. 

Perhaps the greatest value of objective testing is not the number of positive results it identifies.

It is the behavior it discourages.

Across workplace safety, criminal justice, treatment, and educational settings, drug testing has long served as both a detection tool and 
a deterrent. When individuals know that substance use can be identified objectively over an extended period, the incentive to abstain 
increases. For insurers seeking to prevent crashes rather than finance their consequences, that deterrent effect may be as important 
as the testing itself.

Psychemedics has spent four decades advancing the science of hair analysis and is widely recognized as the pioneer in the field. 
The company’s proprietary wash process, patented laboratory methodologies, and mass spectrometry confirmation protocols 
have established a standard for accuracy and reliability that has been trusted by employers, law enforcement agencies, schools, 
government organizations, and treatment providers around the world.

For an insurer, these capabilities translate into something more meaningful than laboratory performance.

They provide confidence that participation in a behavioral readiness program is based on objective, scientifically defensible 
information, not self-disclosure, not short detection windows, and not testing methods that can be easily manipulated.

Behavioral readiness is the strategy.

Objective hair testing is the mechanism that makes the strategy credible.

When combined with education, family engagement, and positive incentives, it offers insurers an opportunity to add a new dimension 
to loss prevention, one focused not only on how teens drive, but on the behaviors that influence whether they are prepared to drive 
safely in the first place.

The Future of Teen Driver Loss Prevention
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This paper was developed by the leadership team at Psychemedics to encourage discussion around new approaches to teen driver 
risk prevention. It is intended as a thought leadership publication for insurance executives, policymakers, and researchers interested in 
advancing evidence-based loss prevention.

For four decades, Psychemedics Corporation has been the pioneer in the science of hair drug testing, helping organizations make 
more informed decisions through objective, laboratory-confirmed substance use testing.

Today, Psychemedics supports thousands of organizations across the United States and around the world, including employers, 
educational institutions, law enforcement agencies, treatment providers, and government organizations. Its laboratory has processed 
millions of samples and is recognized for its scientific rigor, proprietary testing methodology, and commitment to accuracy.

Unlike testing methods designed to detect only recent use, Psychemedics’ patented hair testing technology provides a long-term view 
of substance use patterns, making it uniquely suited for programs focused on prevention, accountability, and behavioral change. The 
company’s proprietary wash process, immunoassay screening, and mass spectrometry confirmation protocols have established a 
reputation for accuracy, reliability, and resistance to common attempts at evasion or adulteration.

Throughout its history, Psychemedics has helped organizations move beyond reactive approaches to substance use by providing 
objective information that supports safer workplaces, stronger educational environments, and more effective prevention programs.

The ideas presented in this paper reflect that same philosophy.

As insurers continue to expand their investments in loss prevention, customer engagement, and proactive risk management, 
Psychemedics believes behavioral readiness represents the next evolution in teen driver safety. By combining objective behavioral 
insights with education, family engagement, and incentive-based insurance programs, carriers have an opportunity to address risk 
before it becomes a claim.

Because the safest claim is the one that never happens.

About the Authors

About Psychemedics

Whitepaper  |  The Blind Spot in Teen Driving  | 15



Sources:

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Risk Factors for Teen Drivers. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2024, 
https://www.cdc.gov/teen-drivers/risk-factors/index.html. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Publications: Impaired Driving. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2025, 
https://www.cdc.gov/impaired-driving/publications/index.html. 

Insurance Institute for Highway Safety. Teenagers. Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, https://www.iihs.org/topics/teenagers. 

Johnston, Lloyd D., et al. Monitoring the Future National Survey Results on Drug Use, 1975–2025. Institute for Social Research, 
University of Michigan, funded by the National Institute on Drug Abuse, https://monitoringthefuture.org. 

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. The Economic and Societal Impact of Motor Vehicle Crashes, 2019. Report No. DOT 
HS 813 762, U.S. Department of Transportation, 2023, https://crashstats.nhtsa.dot.gov/Api/Public/ViewPublication/813762. 

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. Countermeasures That Work: A Highway Safety Countermeasure Guide for State 
Highway Safety Offices. 11th ed., U.S. Department of Transportation, https://www.nhtsa.gov/book/countermeasures-that-work.   

National Institute on Drug Abuse. Cannabis (Marijuana) Research Report. National Institutes of Health, https://nida.nih.gov. 

National Institute on Drug Abuse. Drug-Impaired Driving Drug Facts. National Institutes of Health, https://nida.nih.gov. 

National Institutes of Health. Reaching for Objects While Driving May Raise Teen Crash Risk Nearly Sevenfold. National Institutes of 
Health, 25 Feb. 2019, https://www.nih.gov/news-events/news-releases/reaching-objects-while-driving-may-raise-teen-crash-risk-
nearly-sevenfold. 

Peterson, Cora, et al. “Economic Cost of Injury — United States, 2019.” Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, vol. 70, no. 48, 2021, pp. 
1655–1659. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/70/wr/mm7048a1.htm. 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. 2019 National Survey on Drug Use and Health: Methodological 
Summary and Definitions. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, https://www.samhsa.gov/data. 

Whitepaper  |  The Blind Spot in Teen Driving  | 16

https://www.cdc.gov/teen-drivers/risk-factors/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/impaired-driving/publications/index.html
https://www.iihs.org/topics/teenagers
https://monitoringthefuture.org
https://crashstats.nhtsa.dot.gov/Api/Public/ViewPublication/813762
https://www.nhtsa.gov/book/countermeasures-that-work
https://nida.nih.gov
https://nida.nih.gov
https://www.nih.gov/news-events/news-releases/reaching-objects-while-driving-may-raise-teen-crash-risk-nearly-sevenfold
https://www.nih.gov/news-events/news-releases/reaching-objects-while-driving-may-raise-teen-crash-risk-nearly-sevenfold
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/70/wr/mm7048a1.htm
https://www.samhsa.gov/data

