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Active Engagement is Key!

S E C T I O N  1

In the most effective and successful volunteer efforts, 
 all participants are actively engaged. 

Your Involvement Matters!
What is active engagement? It’s when everyone plays a vital and important role, by contributing time, skills, 
and thought to the group’s efforts. All participants, including youth, have actual authority and responsibility, 
plus a chance to build new skills. 

Participants treat each other with respect, and they share meaningful conversations and tasks. 

Active engagement with youth is more than pizza parties and poster contests. It’s working together to affect 
change and implement strategies that research says works. In this guide we share concepts and tips for how 
adults can actively engage with youth volunteers to create positive change in the community. You can access 
additional resources for strategies that adults and youth can implement together at TxSDY.org. 

S E C T I O N  1   |  Active Engagement is Key

“ Youth get their goals accomplished by going 

out into their community and doing the work 

themselves. We assist and support them by 

giving them ideas, training, and materials, but 

they do the work.” 
LAUREN IBEKWE, MPH, CPS 
Coalition Specialist, Fort Bend Regional Council 
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5 Strategies for Active Engagement

S E C T I O N  2

We’ve discovered 5 strategies vital for  
actively engaging youth volunteers. 

S E C T I O N  2   |  5 Strategies for Active Engagement

1 Remember, Youth Do Care! 

Many adults assume youth don’t care about underage drinking, smoking, or drug use. Actually, many young 
people are passionate about the issues facing their generation. With support and training from adults, youth can 
bring valuable energy and effort to improving the community.
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2 Communicate Clearly and Set Expectations

Every participant in the group, both adults and youth, needs to understand and be clear about their role, 
responsibilities, and commitments to the project. You can start by talking frankly with the group and each other 
about what members of the group can and should expect from each other. Decide who will lead projects or 
meetings, who will assist, and how.

S E C T I O N  2   |  5 Strategies for Active Engagement

L A N G U A G E  M AT T E R S !  Young volunteers have told us 
they feel more marginalized and powerless when they’re called 
“kids” or “teens.” You can easily boost goodwill and engagement 
by sticking with the words “youth” or “students.”

Can each person in your group say “yes” to each item on this checklist? YES

I have made a commitment to this project ✔

I have been trained on how to complete this project ✔

 I have clear instructions about what’s expected ✔

 I have the written materials or other resources needed to succeed ✔

 I agree to a specific timeline for specific tasks ✔

 I know whom to talk to about my questions ✔

 I agree to continually communicate with the group about project progress ✔

3 Share Authority and Responsibilities

Like adults, youth want to feel that their efforts and contributions matter. Adults can share authority 
and responsibilities with youth in a variety of ways. For example, let everyone choose their own roles and 
together create timelines and plans. Gather ideas and knowledge from all perspectives and together choose 
a strategy. If the group needs training from outside experts, be sure that they receive training and that 
everyone participates. 

Here are meaningful ways that youth could contribute to your group’s success: 

  Actively participating in planning and strategy

  Actively participating in execution of activities in the community

  Bringing in new stakeholders to build capacity

 Lobbying in ways paid staff cannot

 Introducing new ideas and approaches

 Reaching younger audiences

 Helping with data collection

 Speaking to television and newspapers 

  Participating in the hiring process of the youth coordinator

  Advocating to elected officials on prevention strategies

 Participating in your social media efforts

S E C T I O N  2   |  5 Strategies for Active Engagement

STOP AND LISTEN.  
When participating in meetings 
with a mix of adults and youth 
make sure that youth feel 
comfortable contributing and 
speaking their minds by having a 
rule that adults must stop  
and listen when a youth speaks.    

StudentsStudents

Youth
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4 Provide Training and Mentoring

Remember, for best results, don’t just give assignments to youth and walk away! Brainstorm together,  
share responsibilities, and offer a supportive hand when challenges arise. 

By actively guiding, advising, and supporting young people, you will motivate and empower them. It’s a 
great way to build relationships with youth while supporting your organization’s goals. 

Here are examples of ways adults can support youth:

  Have an adult perform a task, such as leading a meeting or talking to a newspaper reporter, while youth 
watch and learn. Then have youth practice and perform the same task.

  Assign the youth the first part of a complex task, such as collecting data, and have them show an 
adult what they’ve done and discuss the effort together. Together discuss adjustments needed before 
completing the entire task.

  Follow up to gauge progress toward the goal, provide additional information as needed, and provide 
assistance when it’s requested.

S E C T I O N  2   |  5 Strategies for Active Engagement

5 Be Nice, Be Encouraging!

You can never be too polite, too positive, or thank people enough! With the right habits and attitude,  
it’s much easier to get people to join your cause, to vote for your cause, and to help your cause. When  
we’re nice – friendly, respectful, and appreciative – it’s always easier to recruit participants and keep them 
coming back.  

Have you ever tried tempting volunteers with free pizza or giveaways in hopes of keeping them involved? 
We’ve learned that these incentives, while nice, do NOT keep a group connected or involved long-term! 

What really makes a group stick together is the sense that they are learning, contributing to an important 
cause, and that they are successfully achieving a goal. 

Fortunately, we can help our group feel successful by recognizing their efforts and achievements.  
Here are ways you can celebrate successes big and small:

 Present certificates or small awards for successes and milestones

  Give shout-outs on social media

  Host small parties celebrating achievements

S E C T I O N  2   |  5 Strategies for Active Engagement

 WHAT REALLY MAKES A 

GROUP STICK TOGETHER 

IS THE SENSE THAT 

THEY ARE LEARNING, 

CONTRIBUTING TO  

AN IMPORTANT CAUSE, 

AND THAT THEY ARE 

SUCCESSFULLY  

ACHIEVING A GOAL.

B E  F L E X I B L E !  If a plan doesn’t come 
together as everyone hopes, take it in 
stride and start over with a revised plan 
based on what you learned.
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Active Engagement in Practice

S E C T I O N  3

Active engagement is always a work-in-progress but there  
are examples you can follow to be more successful.

Here’s an Example of an Effective Group Meeting:

  A group of adults and youth meet at a quiet place to discuss how, together, they could help reduce 
underage alcohol use in their community. 

  One group member leads the meeting. All needed materials have been brought to the meeting. An outside 
facilitator may have been invited to help them.

  During this meeting, adults and youth share data, experiences, and opinions. They respectfully challenge 
each other on ideas so that, as a result, they find the best decision or solution possible.  Based on their 
discussion, the group decides to conduct compliance checks to see if local stores are illegally selling alcohol 
to minors. 

  The group chooses their next steps and divides responsibilities among individual members, using 
step-by-step information about compliance checks presented later in this guide. Everyone agrees on the 
timelines for completion. 

  Leaders of the group make sure that any youth activities all contribute toward to the  organizational goal. 

  During the group’s meeting, a member has been taking notes (called “minutes”). These minutes, which detail 
the agreed-upon plan and responsibilities, are distributed to everyone after the meeting.

S E C T I O N  3   |  Active Engagement in Practice

A facilitator is a person skilled 
in helping groups make decisions 
more easily. They help guide group 
conversation and keep everyone 
focused. They help make sure 
everyone participates appropriately, 
and once a decision is reached, that 
everyone agrees on timelines and 
next steps for moving forward. 
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For Discussion: What’s Your Group’s Approach?

More effective approach Less effective approach

Who’s in charge? Youth have a chance to lead meetings, participate 
in hiring of the youth coordinator, prepare and 
present presentations, and  
make decisions.

Youth are told what to do and when to do it. 
They are not asked if they want to do the task or 
project. They don’t get to make decisions.

What’s expected? Youth are encouraged to try new ideas and make 
changes. Mistakes are seen as a natural part of 
learning. Adults and youth both recognize their 
mistakes and learn from them. Adults provide 
feedback and suggestions to improve ideas. 

Adults expect little from the youth and step in  
to make decisions or to change plans that the 
youth have made. Sometimes, youth are given  
free rein to make decisions, but have no  
guidance or feedback. 

How do you  
take risks?

Youth and adults are asked to work together 
in new ways and to try new things. Mistakes  
are seen as a way to grow and learn. Failing  
fast and learning fast makes you great.

Existing groups and adult leaders define all 
relationships and activities. Mistakes are not 
 seen as growth opportunities but as a step  
back in the process. Failure is feared.

How do you  
share ideas?

Youth and adults participate equally and can learn 
and grow together. Both youth and adults have 
conversations to explore and better understand 
where everyone is coming from. 

Youth are told what projects they will complete  
and what role they will have. Adults and youth  
don’t communicate well, don’t understand each 
other, and one side believes that the other side 
doesn’t “get” the project.

How often do  
you meet? 

Meetings are held on a regular schedule, and 
everyone is required to attend. Each meeting has a 
prepared agenda, which is shared for input before 
the meeting.  

Meetings are held regularly but attendance 
is sporadic. Meetings don’t have agendas.    

How are meetings 
conducted? 

Based on the agenda that was shared ahead of 
time, different group members perform various 
roles during the meeting. Members facilitate 
conversation, take meeting minutes, and report 
on achievements and results. When planning a 
project, the group prepares a timeline that s 
hows all the project steps and who will be 
responsible for each by what date. Meetings 
start and end on time.   

Group members are unsure about the topics 
to be discussed. When planning a project, 
no timeline is discussed. Clear roles and 
responsibilities are not outlined. There is no 
expectation that meetings will start and end  
on time.   

What happens 
after the meetings?

Meeting minutes are shared afterward with the 
whole group for comment or questions. During 
project planning, a timeline is made with the 
project steps and who will be responsible for 
each by what date. This plan is also shared with 
the whole group. Adult sponsors follow-up and 
provide guidance.  

Adult sponsors don’t follow-up or provide 
guidance. As result, group members are confused 
and projects are not finished on time. After 
meetings, very little information about the 
meeting is shared with the group.     

S E C T I O N  3   |  Active Engagement in PracticeS E C T I O N  3   |  Active Engagement in Practice

Warning Signs That Your Group is Going Off-Track:

How your group sets expectations, shapes leadership, takes risks, and shares ideas between members is very 
important. These group characteristics will impact every aspect of your group’s planning and activities! Here are 
warning signs that your effort has derailed, or will soon go off track:

  No rules about attendance are set and no leadership structure is outlined. 

  Adult leaders do not discuss strategies or goals with all group members.

  Youth coalition members are confused about the plan as well as what the group is trying to 
accomplish as a whole. 

  Members don’t feel obligated or passionate about doing certain tasks because they have  
not had proper training. 

  Youth members take too long completing assignments or don’t do them at all.

  Youth group activities are not tied to organizational goals or objectives.

  When progress on an activity stalls or stops, leadership does not follow up and provide support. Instead 
they shift to a new task to meet a funding requirement or different goal. 

“ When we started the ZAYC program I noticed 

that youth are interested making a difference 

themselves. Everyone is involved – we have 

stakeholders from different sectors of the 

community who care about prevention.” 
SIP GUTIERREZ 
Hockley County VOICES Coalition Coordinator
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S E C T I O N  3   |  Active Engagement in Practice

Climb Up the Ladder for Maximum Impact
This ladder illustrates how community projects take different approaches to youth involvement. At the lowest 
levels, youth are least likely to remain engaged or enthusiastic because adults are entirely in control. Youth 
here are just “window dressing.” At the highest levels, youth become engaged and enthusiastic because they are 
empowered while benefiting from the support and experience of adults.

The ladder rungs in practice

Learn More 

For more information about active engagement of youth, request a training from Texans for Safe and Drug-Free 
Youth and see these resources:

Center for the Study of Social Policy. Engaging Youth In Community Decision Making. 

www.cssp.org/community/constituents-co-invested-in-change/other-resources/engaging- 
youth-in-community-decision-making.pdf

 International Youth Council. Involving Youth in the Community Development Process. 

http://internationalyouthcouncil.com/forum/topics/involving-youth-in-the-community- 
development-process

 Children’s participation From Tokenism to Citizenship. United Nations Children’s Fund.  
Roger Hart (1979) 

www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf

S E C T I O N  3   |  Active Engagement in Practice

This ladder concept was first introduced in a book written 
by Roger Hart in 1997 for UNICEF. More information is also 
available at The Freechild Project (Freechild.org).

8 Youth/Adult Equity = Youth and adults share 
decisions and work as equal partners

Adults in Control

Youth Empowered

1 Manipulation = Youth are only directed in adult-led 
activities and not given an explanation for the activity 

2 Decoration = Youth are decoration for adult-led 
activities and have no say in planning

3 Tokenism = Youth are token symbols;  
youth may be consulted, but only a little 

4 Youth Informed = Youth are assigned roles,  
but informed about the purpose of the activity

 

5 Youth Consulted = Youth are consulted and informed about 
how their input will be used in activities 

6 Youth/Adult Equality = Adult-initiated, shared 
decisions with youth, but adults lead the activities 

7 Completely Youth Driven = Youth initiate  
and direct activities with little adult input 

T R A I N I N G  I S  E S S E N T I A L ! 
Both adults and youth should take  
advantage of training opportunities.  
Increased skills and knowledge will  
support your ability to work in  
partnership to affect change.
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Getting Started: 3 Activities

S E C T I O N  4

The following activities are great ways to advance your organization’s 
strategic goals while actively engaging with youth:

1 Compliance Checks 

Why conduct compliance checks?  

Compliance checks are a great way to identify retailers that sell alcohol to youth. When you conduct 
compliance checks, you will catch those breaking the law and correct their bad behavior. You will also  
reinforce the good behavior of those who do not sell to minors, and raise community awareness about  
nderage alcohol use.  

During compliance checks youth, under the supervision of law enforcement officers, attempt to buy alcohol 
from licensed retailers. Young people get alcohol from multiple places and retailers are one access point. 
Because we know some retailers will illegally sell alcohol to youth, compliance checks are an activity you  
can do even when you don’t have a lot of community data.

S E C T I O N  4   |  Getting Started: 3 Activities

 COMPLIANCE CHECKS HELP CUT THE SUPPLY  
OF ALCOHOL TO UNDERAGE YOUTH.

1. Compliance checks to hold retailers accountable 

2. Data Collection to identify a problem or choose next steps 

3. Media advocacy to raise community awareness
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Why are compliance checks effective?

When youth don’t have access to alcohol, they are less likely to use it. Retailers who know they may be 
caught by law enforcement are less likely to sell alcohol to minors. Those who are caught face legal penalties.  

Compliance checks are most effective in deterring retailers when you also raise public awareness through  
a related media advocacy campaign. 

C O M P L I A N C E  C H E C K S  A R E  A  G R E AT  P L A C E  T O  S TA RT !  They can help 
improve relations with local law enforcement, and with limited efforts, get big results. 
Making sure retailers don’t sell to minors is an effort people can get behind. 

How long do compliance checks take?

Estimate 6 to 9 months for compliance check planning and implementation. This activity requires collaboration 
with local law enforcement, TABC officers, and youth who have been trained by law enforcement on how to 
conduct compliance checks. 

Steps

1.   Gather your current community data and determine if alcohol compliance checks are already being done 
in your community. Are there law enforcement reports of youth buying alcohol? Does TABC have open 
investigations on retailers who are out of compliance in your community? If so, and compliance checks are 
not currently being done, yours will have a great impact. 

2.   Build relationships in the community. Introduce the idea of conducting compliance checks to the local 
sheriff, police departments, and/or TABC officers. Ask for assistance and support. Emphasize that 
compliance checks will help reduce potential problems such as underage drunk driving. 

3.   Identify youth ages 16-19 years of age who are interested in preventing the sale of alcohol to minors. When 
getting youth and parents involved, make expectations and rules clear. The best way to do this is with a 
letter and agreement explaining rules and expectations, which both youth and parents sign. 

4.   Together with law enforcement, pick your targets. Identify the zip code or neighborhood where you plan to 
conduct compliance checks. Target a defined area of your community. Pick locations that youth frequent, 
such as gas stations, convenience, and grocery stores.

S E C T I O N  4   |  Getting Started: 3 Activities

5.   Obtain a list of the alcohol retailers in the selected area by searching on the Texas Alcoholic Beverage 
Commission (TABC) website. Visit www.tabc.texas.gov/PublicInquiry/Default.aspx and click on “create a 
list of licenses or permits”. Then fill in the local information for the area where you want to see a list of retailers. 

6.   Work with law enforcement or TABC officers to train youth participants, and hold parent information 
meetings to talk to parents about protocols and address any safety concerns. Train youth on the rules and 
best practices for conducting compliance checks. Set expectations and make expected conduct clear.

7.  Notify all local retailers of upcoming checks through a mailed letter. Companion materials provide sample.

8.   Craft a media advisory and news release, and have your media spokesperson publicize the event. 

9.   Conduct the compliance checks according to TABC and/or law enforcement protocols and have law enforcement 
report violations.

10.   Acknowledge success! After the event, acknowledge retailers who passed the compliance checks by sending 
them certificates of success and by promoting in the media. For retailers who do not pass, share information 
about TABC server/seller trainings, and provide educational information about selling to minors.  

D O N ’ T  P R O M O T E  FA I L U R E .  Publicizing the names of retailers that fail compliance checks 
(sell alcohol to minors) through media advocacy can have the unwanted effect of telling youth 
where they can buy alcohol. 

11.   Evaluate your progress. Measure the success of your work by looking at local data and successful outcomes 
such as increased compliance rates and a drop in sales to minors over time. Use this information to make 
plans for next steps and long-term goals. Publicize your successes in the media  
by submitting a media release, conducting interviews, or writing op-eds! 

S E C T I O N  4   |  Getting Started: 3 Activities

http://www.tabc.texas.gov/PublicInquiry/Default.aspx
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Best Practices 

  Keep it positive! When talking to the public, retailers, 
or media, describe compliance checks as collecting 
information about retailers that are following the law. You 
don’t want to put the community on edge.

  During compliance checks youth are not allowed to 
misrepresent their age or to show a fake ID as they 
try to purchase alcohol. 

  When choosing youth to participate make sure they are 
not giggly, nervous, or look too mature, etc. as these 
characteristics could give away their age or misrepresent 
their age. A few parameters such as age-appropriate or 
limited makeup and no facial hair will help you to find 
youth that will look underage. 

  Be flexible and accommodating with your plans as  
you establish relationships and build your partnerships with 
law enforcement and TABC.  

  Share educational materials, such as window clings  
and signs with slogans like “we check IDs,” with retailers 
who successfully pass checks and receive certificates  
of success. 

  To demonstrate the extent of the problem, collect local data on alcohol sales to minors in your community. 
This data will help you show that there is a problem in your community and will help you build support 
with your local law enforcement and/or TABC officers as well as within the community. 

  It is important that you publicize the strategy so that retailers know in advance that the compliance checks 
will be happening. This knowledge is the deterrent factor of compliance checks. When retailers are aware 
that compliance checks may be conducted in their store they are more likely to talk to and train their staff 
and prevent the sale of alcohol to minors.   

  For best results, conduct compliance checks consistently. Identify a long-term plan of action and build 
lasting relationships with parties that support these activities. 

S E C T I O N  4   |  Getting Started: 3 Activities

Support materials

Companion resources such as letter examples are available at TxSDY.org.

Learn more 

For more information about compliance checks, request a training from Texans for Safe and Drug-Free Youth  
and see these resources:

Alcohol Compliance Check

www.stopalcoholabuse.gov/Townhallmeetings/pdf/2014/AlcoholComplianceChecks_508.pdf

 Current Use of Underage Alcohol Compliance Checks by Enforcement Agencies in the U.S.

www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4062386/

 Do Alcohol Compliance Checks Decrease Underage Sales at Neighboring Establishments?

www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3817047/

S E C T I O N  4   |  Getting Started: 3 Activities

“I  push against the phenomena of “Adultism” where 

we tell the youth what to do. Guidance, having 

their back, guiding conversations so it aligns with 

the goals of the organization, are great. Letting the 

youth find a path that works is what keeps  

me coming back to this work.”  

NIGEL WRANGHAM, Youth and Leadership Trainer

FPO

“ Over the years I have learned that 
having a detailed law enforcement 
operations plan assures all 
participants understand their 
roles and the manner in which 
the checks are to be made.  
Compliance by retailers will 
increase with consistent monthly 
checks by law enforcement 
followed by TABC Administrative 
Action and criminal charges for 
any person who sells an alcoholic 
beverage to a minor.” 

TERRY WILT, DEPUTY,  
Travis County Sheriff’s Office

https://www.stopalcoholabuse.gov/Townhallmeetings/pdf/2014/AlcoholComplianceChecks_508.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4062386/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3817047/
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2 Data Collection 

Why conduct data collection? 

Data collection helps your group make better strategic decisions.

Data are concrete numbers, facts, and statistics that describe exactly what is happening and how much or how 
often it is happening. For example, data could be:

 the number of beer cases sold from package stores in your town

 the number of underage drinking and driving stops made by police

 or the number of youth who self report drinking and driving

Data can also be individual personal stories of those affected by underage drinking. For example, these could be 
stories from first responders at crashes or stories about property damage from house parties. 

Data collection equips you to:

 Identify gaps in knowledge, data, and information

 Reveal impacts on real people

 Confirm that strategies are working

 Persuade community members and policy makers to take action

 Refocus your prevention strategies 

How does data collection make a difference?

Collecting data is the first step to understanding the issues in your community. When data is analyzed, it tells 
a story about your community today.  For example, data may show that youth are getting alcohol from house 
parties. With this information, you can plan evidence-based strategies to address this problem.

Without data, it can be hard for people to believe there is a problem impacting communities. Data helps people 
“see” the problems identified and support your solution.

S E C T I O N  4   |  Getting Started: 3 Activities

With data, you can evaluate and adjust strategies. For example, perhaps the data you collected shows that 58% 
of youth get alcohol socially from friends or parties. Based on that information, your organization may decide 
to advocate for a social host ordinance in your community and for training of police officers on controlled party 
dispersal to reduce underage drinking parties.

Can youth help collect data?

Yes! Youth can lighten much of the burden involved in data collection, and are able to talk to many different 
types of people. They bring new viewpoints and ideas to any conversation about what is going on in  
your community. 

S E C T I O N  4   |  Getting Started: 3 Activities

K N O W L E D G E  I S  P O W E R !  Data collection is a great activity for groups who believe they 
have an underage drinking problem in their community but have gaps in  
their knowledge about the problem.
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Steps

1.  Brainstorm questions related to your group’s current strategy.  
  Example: Your organization wants to reduce the alcohol available to youth. Questions could be: Where are 

youth getting alcohol? How much do they get from home? How much do they get from retailers? At parties? 
What do national statistics say? What do state statistics say? Are your local statistics better or worse than 
the state or national statistics?

2.  Check if you already have data that answer any of these questions.

3.   Identify gaps (missing data) that can make it hard to understand or solve the problem.  
Example: You don’t know where the youth parties are being held, or what is happening at these parties.  
Do the police break them up? Are people given citations? And so on. Identify types of data you need to fill  
in the gaps. 

4.   Decide the best ways to collect the data you need (surveys, one-on-one interviews, etc.)?  
Example: Surveying youth and community members may help you to get this information. These surveys  
will best be collected with a combination of in-person and online surveys. 

5.   Make a plan! Decide how the group will collect data to fill in the data gaps.

6.   Identify a person to keep all the data that gets collected. Create a process and set deadlines for turning in 
the collected data to a designated person. We suggest the group’s adult sponsor be responsible for storing 
the data and that all data be turned in to the sponsor within 3 days of its collection. 

7.  The group performs the data collection.

8.   Outline what you learned. Identify any “Oh My goodness” “I find that shocking” “I had no idea!” data.  
This “Aha” insight and discovery can be used to support and strengthen current and or future strategies. 
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Best Practices

  It’s important that the data you work with is as up-to-date data as possible!  It’s fine to use national, state, 
and local data — just keep clear about which data you’re discussing!

  Evaluate what types of data will work best to meet your goals. For example if you need data on what 
parents know about underage drinking and the law, you would want to collect data through surveys as  
they allow you to reach many parents. 

  Make sure to gather a combination of personal stories and statistics that measure community usage  
and impacts.

  Your data should represent your whole community, including under-represented groups whenever possible. 
Try to cover multiple income brackets, various ethnicities, different neighborhoods, school districts, 
or individual community sectors (such as law enforcement, 
church members, business owners, school administration 
and parents). Also be mindful of hidden communities 
that may require more outreach, including members 
of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans-gender (LGBT) 
community,those who have been engaged in the child 
welfare system, and homeless youth and adults.  
These individuals are often not well represented in local, 
regional and statewide data sources and yet may have 
unique needs.

  You will not have all the data about your community at 
once. Collect data to the best of your ability, then use what 
you have to make decisions and select strategies. Improve 
your data collection over time.

  Focus your data collection efforts on areas that advance 
your strategy. Make sure to analyze what you have learned 
and then apply it with appropriate actions. Example: you 
want to pass a social host ordinance in your community. 
Knowing where underage drinking parties are happening and 
who is hosting them is important data to have. You could 
find out where the underage drinking parties are happening 
by looking up which neighborhoods have more noise 
ordinance violations given out by law enforcement.    

A H A  D ATA !  ‘Aha” data points should spur people to 
want to act. Then you present a strategy solution.

“ Learning how to approach 
people is hard at first but 
it gets easier with practice 
and a clear script! We 
suggest thinking ahead, 
planning, and practicing to 
help you reach success.“ 

ANDREA MARQUEZ 
Youth Leadership Council Alumni 

“ We really got to know our 
communities though data 
collection because we were  
able to talk to people from  
many backgrounds, but we  
also were able to identify  
a problem that we could  
help solve!”  

AJ CORTEZ 
Youth Leadership Council Alumni 
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Support materials

Companion resources such as handouts with best practices are available at TxSDY.org.

Learn more 

For more information about data collection, request a training from Texans for Safe and Drug-Free Youth   
and see these resources:

Data Collection Techniques: bit.ly/datacollectiontechniques

 Six Steps to Successful Data Collection: bit.ly/datacollectionsteps

 Data Collection and Sampling: bit.ly/datacollectionandsampling
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3 Media Advocacy

Why conduct media advocacy?

  Media advocacy is a great way to advance your group’s existing strategy.

  In media advocacy, your organization seeks free coverage by television, radio, newspapers, magazines,  
blogs, and social media. 

  You can use spokespeople and publicity techniques to “get the word out.” For example, a youth 
spokesperson could be interviewed on television about compliance checks, or your group might  
publish a letter to the editor about the importance of social host ordinances.

How does media advocacy help?

Media advocacy helps your efforts get exposure, build momentum, and gain public support around specific 
strategies while motivating community decision makers to act. 

How can youth help?

Trained youth can help craft the message and act as media spokespersons. Their participation on behalf of  
an organization or effort can capture the attention of local media, your community, and decision makers.  
Youth bring creativity and passion to the table. 
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Steps 

1.   Think about ways that “getting the word out” through media exposure could help achieve your 
organization’s strategic goal. 

2.   Think more specifically about whose support you need to achieve success. Those people are your  
target audience. 

3.   Learn about your specific audience – what interests them, what media they listen to, what concerns them, 
and what are they interested in knowing (not what you think they need to know). 

4.   Create your message based on what you’ve learned and what resonates with this audience. Make your 
message clear, concise, and consistent. State the problem, tell a personal story, and provide a solution.  
Use a message map to build your message for your audience. 

5.   Identify and train your youth spokesperson(s) to share this message with media representatives and  
the public. An effective spokesperson is credible, knowledgeable, articulate, and willing. When training  
a spokesperson you should practice and drill as a team!

6.   Anticipate questions and be prepared! The ability to respond effectively to questions is essential. 
Remember, any answers that take you off message should be re-framed and answered to put you back  
on message (if you don’t know how, request training).

7.   Identify how you will get your message out.  What media will best get your message out? Focus your 
efforts there.

8.   Practice, practice, practice! 

9.   Get your message out! Schedule press conferences and invite media to your events. Write and submit 
op-eds to the local newspaper, respond to editorials, write a blog post, and post on Facebook, Twitter,  
or Instagram.  

10.   Evaluate if your media advocacy has helped. Effective media advocacy has helped you meet your goals and 
move your strategy forward. Success is often shown in positive coverage and public comment on the issue, 
or when your target audience takes a position or action on the issue.  

11.   Identify audiences that you have not reached. Find opportunities to improve your messaging to get new 
people and groups involved and adjust your message.

12.   Plan next steps. Do you need your message to reach a broader or different audience? Should you continue 
to do media advocacy? Was your message not effective? How could you change it to be more effective? 

26
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Best Practices

  Effective media advocacy tells a compelling story. Use personal stories to describe your problem to enhance 
your audience’s understanding and receptiveness to the negative impact the problem is having in your 
community. For example, have your media spokesperson talk about how alcohol impacted their friends or 
family. Make it visual by sending photos to the press in order to connect people with the story. 

  Always check and recheck your facts; you don’t want to hurt your cause because of credibility issues.

  Plan your media opportunities in advance, but train your people to be ready to take advantage of 
unexpected opportunities.

  Create planning timelines that cover sending 
media advisories, press releases, letters to 
the editor and op-eds, contacting TV or print 
reporters, and planning posts for social media. 
This should be done in advance so that you 
don’t do it “on the fly” or haphazardly. 

  Well-spoken and appropriately dressed 
spokespersons with well-written materials 
(free of grammatical errors) builds credibility.

  Build relationships with reporters so they trust 
the stories you send them.
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Support materials

Companion resources such as media plan template are available at TxSDY.org.

Learn more 
For more information about media advocacy, request a training from Texans for Safe and Drug-Free Youth  and see 
these resources:

Ground Rules for Effective Media Advocacy: bit.ly/mediaadvocacyrules

 What is Media Advocacy?: bit.ly/whatismediaadvocacy

S P E A K  T O  YO U R  A U D I E N C E .  To be 
effective, your message must appeal to your 
target audience. “The community” is not a 
target audience. A target audience is a specific 
group, such as parents or the city council.  

TA K E  A D VA N TA G E  O F  C U R R E N T  N E W S .  What’s already making news? 
Respond to these stories with your message via radio, newspaper, and social media.

“ It’s a huge advantage to have youth  
involved in your media advocacy  
because people really listen to them. We 
have found success when we tie topics 
that youth are passionate about to 
our strategies. Youth will take  
an issue and run with it if they  
are passionate.” 

SHARON KRUK, Lufkin Coalition

“ Many youth have personal stories that 
will enhance your message and also 
keep them engaged. We encourage 
them to make their message authentic 
because their passion shines through, but 
connecting it to our goals is important for 
our success as a whole.” 

MARIA MORALES, Lufkin Coalition
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Companion resources including templates and strategy 

implementation tools are available at TxSDY.org.

“ ONE PERSON CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE  
AND EVERYONE SHOULD TRY” 
John F. Kennedy



TxSDY.org


