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Learning 
objectives for 

today

Name some benefits and challenges of engaging 
youth as leaders and partners to improve 
substance use prevention

Understand three competencies needed to 
support meaningful youth engagement

 Identify one next step your coalition or
organization can take to increase youth voice in 
your work (e.g., a new skill to develop, a 
conversation to have, a relationship to build)



What do I 
mean by youth 
engagement?

 “Youth” = ~ages 11 - 25

Youth Engagement (YE) – as an approach to 
prevention research and practice

prevention researchers and members of the 
workforce effectively engage youth as leaders 
or partners in planning, tailoring, 
implementing, and/or evaluating prevention 
programming

not – delivering curricula or programming to 
youth 

 Although some programs exist!
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Benefits of YE 

 Increase relevance of prevention 
program/policy/practices

 Increase reach, uptake, quality and 
responsiveness of prevention aimed toward 
young people

Ongoing insight/assessment/improvement as 
youth culture changes 

Provide opportunities to youth for skills, 
support, connection, contribution

Build youth capacity, prevention workforce 
pipeline



Four models of 
Youth 
Engagement



Inspired by Hart’s Ladder of youth participation 
Hart, R. (1992). Ladder of young people’s participation. Children’s participation from tokenism. UNICEF, Italy.











Decision tree 
tool



Common 
issues that arise 
with YE

Power-sharing is hard!

Youth are in a transient stage of life 

Logistical barriers – transportation, time, 
funds

Finding the “right” youth

Sustaining commitment and motivation 

Funding constraints 

Training (for both org staff and youth)



Three key 
competencies 
needed

1) Understand adolescent development across key 
domains (e.g., physical, emotional, social, cognitive, 
emotional, spiritual, civic, identity) and the core 
elements of youth-adult partnerships (authentic decision 
making, natural mentors, reciprocal activity, community 
connectedness)

2) Apply this understanding of adolescent development 
and youth-adult partnerships to the design of 
youth/adult meetings, materials, and programs that 
serve young people

3) Implement key relational practices (e.g., support 
youth to make decisions, engage in reciprocal 
communication, work jointly, share power) that enable 
authentic collaboration between youth and adults

Ballard, Kennedy, Collura, Vidrascu, & Torres (2023)



Adolescent 
Development
and Youth-
Adult 
Partnerships 



Applying this 
knowledge to 
work engaging 
youth



Key relational 
practices



More tools and 
resources 

 SAMHSA YE guidance 
store.samhsa.gov/product/The-Substance-Abuse-and-Mental-Health-Services-
Administration-s-SAMHSA-Youth-Engagement-Guidance/SMA16-4985

 UCLA Report and guides  
https://developingadolescent.semel.ucla.edu/topics/item/youth-engagement-in-
research-and-evaluation

YPAR hub
https://yparhub.berkeley.edu/home

Hub for Justice-Centered Youth Engagement and 

UpRISE movement
http://upriseyouthmovement.org/adult-trainings/

CADCA Rural Youth Engagement 
https://www.cadca.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/05/rural_youth_engagement_toolkit-1.pdf

PTTC –Youth Engagement Workshop Series (May 8 & 15)
https://pttcnetwork.org/news/youth-engagement-workshop-series/

https://store.samhsa.gov/product/The-Substance-Abuse-and-Mental-Health-Services-Administration-s-SAMHSA-Youth-Engagement-Guidance/SMA16-4985
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/The-Substance-Abuse-and-Mental-Health-Services-Administration-s-SAMHSA-Youth-Engagement-Guidance/SMA16-4985
https://developingadolescent.semel.ucla.edu/topics/item/youth-engagement-in-research-and-evaluation
https://developingadolescent.semel.ucla.edu/topics/item/youth-engagement-in-research-and-evaluation
https://yparhub.berkeley.edu/home
http://upriseyouthmovement.org/adult-trainings/
https://www.cadca.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/rural_youth_engagement_toolkit-1.pdf
https://www.cadca.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/rural_youth_engagement_toolkit-1.pdf
https://pttcnetwork.org/news/youth-engagement-workshop-series/


This session 
invites you to 
consider:

How could our prevention work benefit 
from the perspectives of youth?

Where in our existing workflow can we 
include or amplify the voices of youth?

What is one next step I/our coalition can 
take to further our partnerships with 
youth?



Thank you!

Parissa J. Ballard, Ph.D.
pballard@wakehealth.edu
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