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Abstract

Scholars and researchers are increasingly calling attention to the need for community-based coalitions to become more
inclusive of local residents and engage those most directly affected by the issues. One population, however, often remains
the recipient of services as opposed to partners or leaders in community change initiatives: youth. Over the past several
years in Ohio, adults convening and facilitating youth-led programs have been transforming their work by utilizing the Youth
Empowerment Conceptual Framework and the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s Strategic
Prevention Framework to empower young people and ensure their equitable participation in community change efforts. This
article provides an overview of Ohio’s statewide youth-led initiative, highlighting how adult allies engaged young people in a
data-driven strategic planning process and intentionally selected and implemented strategies designed to affect the health of
their local communities. This initiative provides key insights into the Collaborating for Equity and Justice principles four, five,

and six.
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Researchers and scholars are calling attention to the need for
community-based coalitions to become more inclusive of
local residents and engage those most directly affected by the
issues, including young people (Wolff et al., 2016). At the
same time, the power of youth voice took center stage in our
national conversation as young people across the country
organized around the issue of gun violence following the
school shooting in Parkland, Florida. While this moment
helped illuminate the contributions young people are capable
of making in a democracy, the reality is that youth are still
most often viewed as recipients of services as opposed to
partners or leaders in community change efforts.

Over the past 5 years, the Ohio Department of Mental
Health and Addiction Services (OhioMHAS)' has invested
in developing and strengthening youth-led programs that
seek to address substance abuse prevention and promote
mental health. The adults involved in the initiative began
with an understanding that youth-led programs were unique
because they embrace young people as resources who are
capable of contributing to their communities instead of as a
collection of problems that need to be “fixed.” However,
adults who convene and facilitate youth-led programs
(termed “adult allies” in Ohio) needed more than a unifying
philosophy in order to successfully engage their young

people in community change efforts. Through an iterative
process that included feedback from both adult allies and
young people engaged in youth-led programs, two frame-
works were identified to guide and inform the work of youth-
led programs in Ohio: the Youth Empowerment Conceptual
Framework (YECF; Holden, Messeri, Evans, Crankshaw, &
Ben-Davies, 2004) and the Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration’s Strategic Prevention
Framework (SPF; Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration [SAMHSA], Revised 2017).

This article provides a brief overview of youth-led initia-
tives in Ohio and then explicates how the current initiative
aligns with several of the Collaborating for Equity and
Justice (CEJ) principles. It concludes with recommendations
and reflections on how to create spaces for young people to
collaborate to create community change.
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Youth-Led Initiatives in Ohio

Ohio has a rich history of youth-led programs. Ohio Teen
Institute (OTI) began in 1965, and Youth to Youth
International (Y2Y) was founded in Columbus in 1982. The
purpose of these programs is to provide training and educa-
tion for youth, while encouraging them to develop skills to
make drug free, healthy lifestyle choices; become resilient
and responsible adults; and positively affect their schools
and communities (King et al., 2015; Wade-Mdivanian et al.,
2016). Because adult allies from OTI and Y2Y encouraged
and honored youth voice in planning and implementing sub-
stance abuse prevention activities, these programs became
coined “youth-led.” Ohio’s adult allies hailed from a variety
of helping professions (e.g., social work, education, counsel-
ing, criminal justice) and were often certified prevention spe-
cialists. However, there was no unifying training process to
become an adult ally; this nuance remains true today.
Similarly, while OTI and Y2Y each considered themselves
youth-led prevention programs and had affiliated groups at
the local level, there was no consistency in activities and pro-
gram evaluation either within or between the groups (V.
Connolly Leach, personal communication, June 8, 2018).

In 1993, the federal Alcohol and Drug Abuse and Mental
Health Service Block Grant (45 CFR § 96.125) directed each
state/territory to develop comprehensive prevention pro-
gramming that was directed at both the general population
and individuals who were at high risk for substance abuse.
Throughout the rest of that decade, prevention, as a science,
began to formalize and prevention research started identify-
ing promising approaches, best practices, and model pro-
grams (Hogan, Gabrielsen, Luna, & Grothaus, 2003). While
the intent of creating spaces for young people in Ohio to cre-
ate community change was always there, youth-led programs
were locally driven; as a result, there was little or no consis-
tency across the state. In the early 2000s, it became clear to
OhioMHAS that there needed to be a more rigorous approach
to youth-led programs (M. Stone, personal communication,
June 20, 2018).

While there were many microefforts (i.e., changes in
funding requirements, establishing “think tanks,” and pro-
viding training opportunities) to shift Ohio to a more rigor-
ous approach to youth-led programs, it was not until 2011
that OhioMHAS funded the nonprofit organization
Prevention Action Alliance to form the Ohio Youth-Led
Prevention Network (OYLPN). OYLPN provided infrastruc-
ture for youth-led programs to network and also established
a statewide youth council to represent a vision for youth-led
programs in Ohio. In 2014-2015, OhioMHAS invested $1
million to develop and strengthen youth-led efforts at the
state and local levels. This allowed the state agency to further
partner with Prevention Action Alliance and the authors of
this manuscript to serve as developmental evaluators for
Ohio’s youth-led efforts and ultimately develop a training

and technical assistance (T/TA) platform for adults who
facilitate youth-led programs.

Method

OhioMHAS funded the authors of this article to evaluate
youth-led programs in Ohio. At that time, there was no
consistent approach or definition of youth-led programs in
Ohio. This task, therefore, proved challenging within tra-
ditional evaluation frameworks because the underlying
assumption of formative and summative evaluation is that
object is fully described (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, & Worthern,
2010). As such, the authors selected a developmental eval-
uation framework because the initiative was in a state that
Patton (2011) describes as “performative development of a
potentially scalable innovation” (p. 22). The intent was to
utilize developmental evaluation (Patton, 2011) as an ini-
tial framework to support the funder, stakeholders, and
adult allies as they collectively conceptualized Ohio’s def-
inition and approach to “youth-led programs” and then
transition to a more traditional evaluation framework as
the work progressed.

During this developmental evaluation, the authors of this
article were seen as part of the project team, acting as facili-
tators and conveners, initiating evaluative thinking and
learning (Patton, 2011). We used the inquiry approach of
reflective practice because it allows groups to be systematic
in capturing experiences and shared, tracking meanings that
are explored, and facilitating a deeper understanding of these
experiences (Patton, 2011). Methodological rigor was
obtained through the application of the following validation
strategies suggested by Creswell and Miller (2000): pro-
longed engagement in the field, triangulation, peer review
and debriefing, and rich, thick description. Prolonged
engagement in the field was a key validation strategy used in
this study. The authors spent extensive time in the field with
Ohio’s adult allies learning from and documenting their ideas
and experiences.

To develop this manuscript, we utilized the method of
document analysis (Bowen, 2009). Records from the work
included agenda and notes from each meeting and training
that was facilitated and completed youth-driven strategic
plan maps. A systematic analysis of the collected evidence
then occurred. The authors used a deductive coding process
(Miles & Huberman, 1994), beginning with the six core CEJ
principles (Wolff et al., 2016) and reviewed the documents
for elements of each principle. The authors met regularly to
discuss their reflections on the existing data and the CEJ
principles. The weekly meetings allowed the authors an
opportunity to engage in conclusion drawing and verifica-
tion process with one another (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
Through this process, it was determined that the work of
Ohio’s youth-led initiative related to three core CEJ
principles.
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Results

Building on the Extensive Community-Engaged
Scholarship and Research to Create a Theory-
Driven Approach for Youth-Led Programs

To ensure that Ohio’s approach to youth-led programs was
grounded in the foundations of theory and research (Wolff
et al., 2016), the authors of this manuscript consulted the lit-
erature base on youth empowerment, youth participatory
action research, youth organizing, and substance abuse pre-
vention. Equally important, as developmental evaluators, we
shared this literature with adult allies and engaged them in
discussions to determine their core beliefs about working
with young people and generate a collective understanding
of the core tenets of youth-led programs in Ohio. The adult
allies involved in the process included social workers with
less than 2 years in the field to certified prevention special-
ists with over 10 years in the field.

Feedback from the adult allies and the young people
engaged in youth-led programs regarding the structure and
function of effective programs led to the conceptualization of
Ohio’s youth-led programs as a community-based process.
Because the history of this work is rooted in substance abuse
prevention, the federal Alcohol and Drug Abuse and Mental
Health Service Block Grant (45 CFR § 96.125; 1993) pro-
vides the framing for the definition of community-based pro-
cess as a strategy to prevent substance abuse:

This strategy aims to enhance the ability of the community to
more effectively provide prevention and treatment services for
alcohol, tobacco and drug abuse disorders. Activities in this
strategy include organizing, planning, enhancing efficiency and
effectiveness of services implementation, inter-agency
collaboration, coalition building and networking.

By framing youth-led programs as a community-based pro-
cess, Ohio further demonstrated its commitment to viewing
youth as partners and leaders in community change efforts.
Because this vision is vastly different from viewing young
people as the recipients of a prevention strategy (e.g., an edu-
cational curriculum aimed to influence life skills—e.g., deci-
sion making, refusal skills, and critical analysis), it was
necessary to find a theory-driven approach for engaging
youth in community-based processes.

Consequently, the YECF (Holden et al., 2004) was identi-
fied as a valuable framework for conceptualizing the core
structures and processes needed for young people to create
change. The YECF was developed in order to guide the eval-
uation of a statewide youth movement against tobacco use;
the developers utilized empowerment theory (Zimmerman,
2000) as the foundation for creating this evaluative frame-
work. The framework depicts adult allies as being responsi-
ble for establishing empowering settings that allow for
equitable decision-making processes and cohesive group

climate in order for young people to collectively engage in
community change efforts. The concept of empowerment
resonated with the adult allies because it helped distinguish
the work of youth-led programs from traditional leadership
development programs given its emphasis on creating popu-
lation-level change. While traditional leadership programs
seek to build the skills and assets of their individual partici-
pants, empowerment-based programs seek to collectively
engage young people in community change -efforts
(Zimmerman et al., 2018). By utilizing the YECF as a frame-
work for guiding youth-led programs in Ohio, it also helped
ensure that the work of the adult allies was theoretically
grounded.

The YECF clearly articulates that youth-led community
change efforts produce impacts at multiple levels. Consistent
with the literature base on youth organizing and empower-
ment-based efforts (e.g., Christens & Dolan, 2011; Gardner,
Roth, & Brooks-Gunn, 2008; Zimmerman & Eisman, 2017),
the YECF identifies that change occurs on three levels: the
individual, the group, and the community. By engaging in
empowerment-based approaches, young people are exposed
to experiential civic education (Kirshner & Ginwright,
2012). At the individual level, participating in these efforts
promotes positive youth development, including critical
thinking skills, psychological empowerment, and sociopo-
litical development (Christens & Peterson, 2012; Holden
et al., 2004; Speer, 2008; Zimmerman et al., 2018). As young
people work with members of their group to create change,
they learn how to accomplish tasks and become critically
aware of how change occurs in their local communities
(Holden et al., 2004). The actions of the group produce sys-
tems change, including changes in local policy and program
implementation. This highlights one of the most potent and
compelling reasons for promoting empowerment-based pro-
grams for youth: There are beneficial effects even for young
people who are not directly involved in the programs
(Christens, Collura, Kopish, & Varvodic, 2014).

Once a framework was established that accurately identi-
fied the core structures, processes, and anticipated outcomes
of youth-led programs, the primary question became, “How
do young people effectively plan and implement community
change efforts?” While a variety of tools and frameworks are
available to guide community change efforts in different
contexts, in the field of substance abuse prevention, the SPF
provides communities with a comprehensive planning pro-
cess to address substance misuse and related behavioral
health issues (SAMHSA, 2017). The SPF is data-driven,
requiring communities to gather and use data to guide their
prevention decisions, and explicitly focuses on creating pop-
ulation-level change to address substance use (Florin et al.,
2012). The SPF involves assessing community needs, mobi-
lizing and building capacity to address prevention priorities,
developing a comprehensive strategic plan, implementing
evidence-based strategies, and evaluating prevention efforts
(SAMHSA, 2017). When youth enact this process, they
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engage in three primary planning steps to develop a strategic
plan: determine a problem of practice, identify the root cause
of the problem, and select and implement evidence-based
strategies to address those root causes.

Constructing Core Functions for Youth-Led
Programs Based on Equity and Justice That
Provide Basic Facilitating Structures and Build
Member Ownership and Leadership

The identification of the YECF (Holden et al., 2004) and the
SPF (SAMHSA, 2017) as the grounding for youth-led pro-
grams in Ohio provided adult allies the necessary basis to
clearly articulate the overarching purpose of this statewide
initiative: for young people to collectively engage in a plan-
ning process to create and implement a strategic plan that
uses evidence-based strategies to create community-level
change. However, gaps in implementation existed. One pri-
mary challenge to effectively implementing youth-led pro-
grams was a lack of understanding about the role of adults in
youth-led initiatives. Consistent with past research and eval-
uation on youth empowerment initiatives, we found that
adult allies initially held several misconceptions about their
role. The majority of adult allies believed that they simply
needed to “get out of the way” to allow young people to lead
(Camino, 2005). While it was evident that this belief was
intended to highlight the value adults placed on youth voice,
it also undermined the adult role in the initiative. In an effort
to allow young people to lead, adult allies were not providing
the leadership and support needed for young people be suc-
cessful. For youth to be effective agents of change, adults
need to provide instrumental support and guidance (Kirshner,
2008; Zeldin, Larson, Camino, & O’Connor, 2005; Zeldin,
Petrokubi, & Camino, 2008).

T/TA opportunities for adult allies were developed and
intentionally structured in light of this knowledge. A key
focus of the T/TA was helping adult allies identify and articu-
late their roles and the role of young people in community
change efforts. During this process, we utilized the YECF as
not only a theory-driven evaluative framework but also a tool
to help adult allies conceptualize and articulate their pro-
grams, including the role of adults and young people. The
YECF (Holden et al., 2014) highlights that adults are respon-
sible for creating the group structures and climate needed to
ensure that young people are equipped to create community
change. Similar to the role of the convening group in the CEJ
approach, a key role for adult allies of youth-led programs is
to build leadership in others, not to be the sole leadership
(Wolff et al., 2016). As conveners, adult allies serve as cen-
tralized communicators for youth members as well as com-
munity stakeholders, manage the administrative details, and
provide the expertise and resources required to sustain youth-
led programs and their community change work (Wolff et al.,
2016).

The adult allies responsible for facilitating OYLPN’s
Youth Council were the first in Ohio to ground their program
in the YECF and clearly articulate the roles and responsibili-
ties of the adults and youth in relation to this model (see
Figure 1).

Articulating their programs in relation to the YECF pro-
vided opportunities to engage in conversations and critically
reflect on how adult allies were engaging youth and deter-
mine what was needed as young people lead community
change efforts. Adult allies are constantly stepping forward
and stepping backward in an ongoing dance with youth to
create space and structure, build capacity, encourage partici-
pation, support and nurture youth voice, and provide
resources (Richards-Schuster & Timmermans, 2017). T/TA
focused on how engaging young people in this work is akin
to an improvised, modern dance where adults are deliberate
in planning their work with youth yet adjust their experi-
ences with youth responsively and effectively (Krueger,
2005). Emphasis was placed on ensuring that the adult allies
carried out their role with consideration to the power dynam-
ics between themselves and youth members (Wolff et al.,
2016).

Youth Leading Systems and Structural Change

Framing the vision for youth-led programs and establishing
the role of adults in these initiatives were key steps in solidi-
fying Ohio’s youth-led movement. As a result of grounding
youth-led programs in the YECF (Holden et al., 2004) and
the SPF (SAMHSA, 2017) and facilitating T/TA to prepare
adult allies to successfully convene these programs, spaces
for young people to collaborate in order to create commu-
nity-level change were becoming established. Ohio’s youth-
led movement was also able to build on the learnings of the
broader prevention field in order to determine appropriate
strategies for creating population-level change.

Ohio began taking steps toward emphasizing environ-
mental prevention strategies in 2009, when OhioMHAS was
awarded the SAMHSA’s Strategic Prevention Framework—
State Incentive Grant (SPF SIG). As part of the initiative, all
funded communities were required to use the SPF (SAMHSA,
2017) to select and implement evidence-based environmen-
tal strategies that were a practical and conceptual fit for their
community. Environmental strategies target the community
context that encourages substance use and includes activities
such as policy reform and media campaigns (Pentz, 2000;
Pentz, 2003). The federal Alcohol and Drug Abuse and
Mental Health Service Block Grant (45 CFR § 96.125; 1993)
defines an environmental approach to substance abuse pre-
vention abuse as

[A] strategy [that] establishes or changes written and unwritten
community standards, codes and attitudes, thereby influencing
incidence and prevalence of the abuse of alcohol, tobacco and
other drugs used in the general population. This strategy is
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OHIO YOUTH-LED PREVENTION NETWORK (OYLPN) YOUTH COUNCIL

ECOLOGICAL CONTEXT: The Ohio Youth-Led Prevention Network (OYLPN) Youth Council was created in 2011, through
funding from the Ohio Department of Mental Health and Addiction Services, in order to strengthen youth-led efforts at the

GROUP STRUCTURE

The Youth Council works collectively to
implement evidence-based prevention
strategies through strategic planning. The adult
leaders coordinate this process by planning
purposeful trainings and activities to build the
skills of the youth. The strategic plan allows
youth to collectively decide on the issues

they plan to address and to identify goals

for the year. During this planning process,
decisions are made through whole group
consensus-based processes. Once the plan is
established, and depending on what needs to
be accomplished, the group may be split into
smaller work groups. The Youth Council refers
to the strategic plan to make decisions, assign
tasks, and to evaluate programming outcomes.

YOUTH CHARACTERISTICS

To be eligible for the OYLPN Youth
Council, the young person must be

in high school, active and invested

in local youth-led programming and
motivated to take an active leadership
role at the state level.

SHORT-TERM
INDIVIDUAL OUTCOMES

Young people will be emotionally and
cognitively empowered. Specifically, young
people will be able to:

« Identify and provide constructive feedback
to peers.

« Accept constructive criticism from adult
leaders and peers through the planning
process.

« Distinguish the target audience they want
to influence.

« Assess relevant issues that affect Ohio
communities.

« Identify effective prevention strategies.

LONG-TERM OUTCOMES

Young people in the OYLPN Youth Council
will be empowered to act as “community
change agents.”

ADULT INVOLVEMENT

Adult leadership is key to the success

and implementation of the OYLPN Youth
Council’s strategic plan. Two adult leaders are
responsible for supervising and supporting the
Youth Council. The Program Director oversees
the administrative and fiscal functions for the
group, connects the youth to other statewide
efforts and is responsible for executing the
overall mission of the group. The Youth-

Led Program Coordinator is responsible for
planning and facilitating monthly meetings,
including engaging activities and trainings in
order to develop the skills of group members.
Other DFAA staff members also provide
trainings throughout the year on various
prevention topics. At the end of each year we
ask parents to provide their feedback on their
experience and look for ways to enhance the
program through their involvement.

state and local levels. The home agency for the OYLPN Youth Council is Drug Free Action Alliance, a statewide prevention
non-profit organization. The Youth Council addresses a wide range of issues that young people throughout Ohio face

including: substance use, bullying, suicide, depression and overall mental wellness.

GROUP CLIMATE

In order to effectively influence community
change, the OYLPN Youth Council’s adult
leaders intentionally work to foster group
cohesion, group resiliency, individual
self-esteem, and positive attitudes. The
adult leaders facilitate intentional team
bonding activities every meeting to

create a cohesive group. Activities also
emphasize how to be a leader while
working within a team. The adult leaders
focus on reiterating the strategic plan
when the group encounters a setback; this
process allows the youth an opportunity to
make intentional adjustments as needed
and remain resilient. The strategic plan
also plays a key role in allowing youth

to see how their actions are intended to
create community change, which in turn
preserves their commitment to the group.

COLLECTIVE PARTICIPATION

The Youth Council works together to plan and implement an evidence-
based prevention strategy. Youth play an equal role in the group and
the majority of decisions are made through whole group consensus.
The Council has 25 members with 18 — 20 youth consistently attending
monthly meetings. Meetings are held in Columbus where the home
agency is based and youth travel from across the state to participate.

SHORT-TERM
COMMUNITY OUTCOMES

SHORT-TERM
GROUP OUTCOMES

Youth council members select different

areas of focus annually and therefore short-

term community outcomes vary. Short-term

outcomes for the 2015-2016 include:

* Increased knowledge of signs of mental
health issues

« Increased knowledge within parents

Group members will utilize empowering

processes to establish a climate and

structure to collectively create change. This

will be demonstrated by the group’s ability to:

« Formulate and initiate goals for the year.

+ Manage time effectively and follow through
on assigned tasks.

regarding teen mental health « Create a team atmosphere by engaging in

« Increase the knowledge of current consensus-based decision making.
resources available to address teen mental - Display flexibility during the planning
health process.
- Increase the knowledge of the relationship
between mental health and substance

abuse

LONG-TERM OUTCOMES

Long-term outcomes for 2015-2016 include:

LONG-TERM OUTCOMES

Young people in the OYLPN Youth Council
will be equipped to work collectively to

« Decrease in the percentage of high school students in )
create community change.

Ohio who report feeling sad or hopeless almost every day
for 2 or more weeks in a row during the past 12 months

« Decrease in the percentage of high school students in
Ohio who report seriously considering attempting suicide
during the past 12 months

Figure |. Ohio Youth-Led Prevention Network (OYLPN) Youth Empowerment Conceptual Framework (YECF).
Note. Adapted from Holden, Messeri, Evans, Crankshaw, and Ben-Davies (2004).
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divided into two subcategories to permit distinction between
activities which center on legal and regulatory initiatives and
those which relate to the service and action-oriented initiatives.

In 2014, OYLPN’s Youth Council identified mental
health, specifically depression and suicide, as a problem of
practice. As the Youth Council worked on their strategic plan
map (see Figure 2), they identified the following key root
causes: lack of awareness of mental health; lack of compe-
tency among parents, teens, and educators about mental
health (signs, symptoms, etc.); and lack of knowledge on the
signs of mental illness. To address their problem of practice,
the young people chose to create a media campaign,” which
have been found to produce positive changes or prevent neg-
ative changes in health-related behaviors across large popu-
lations (Perkins, Linkenbach, Lewis, & Neighbors, 2010;
Wakefield, Loken, & Hornik, 2010; Wright, McGorry,
Harris, Jorm, & Pennell, 2006).

Supported by adult allies, the young people worked at
designing a media campaign aimed at changing young peo-
ple’s (aged 12-17 years) attitudes toward depression (specifi-
cally) and mental health (more generally). The young people
created a 90-second video campaign with the tagline
#BeAware. The campaign’s main message was, “Mental
health is a real health issue. And it’s time we talk about it.”
While the Youth Council’s strategic plan map did not explic-
itly mention stigma, stigma is clearly a focus of their primary
strategy. As such, the #BeAware media campaign is a con-
crete example of young people working to create societal
transformation by reducing the stigma surrounding mental
illness.

Subsequently, OhioMHAS contracted with a social
marketing firm specializing in public health messaging to
extend the #BeAware campaign started by the Youth
Council. True to their youth-centered philosophy,
OhioMHAS required that the firm work with the Youth
Council and engage a wide variety of young people across
Ohio to further develop the campaign. After a 2-year
developmental process, the #BePresent campaign (http://
bepresentohio.org/) was officially launched in 2017. While
the name of the campaign was changed due to market
research, the intent and audience of the campaign remains
the same: to educate and empower peers, friends, class-
mates, and siblings of youth at-risk for depression and
other mental health issues to “step up” and provide needed
support. The campaign was delivered through a variety of
outlets including the use of a multiplatform social media
(Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram and, Snapchat),
print ads, and digital public service announcements on
Pandora Radio. The website was part of the campaign as
well and included an online toolkit to encourage young
people to get involved as a friend, advocate, and leader.
Information sessions were hosted across Ohio to further
promote the campaign and ensure that local communities
were aware of the resources.

Wolff et al. (2016) highlighted the successes that collabora-
tives had in tobacco control and prevention through their focus
on policy, systems, and structural change. OYLPN’s Youth
Council example highlights the role that young people can play
in transforming community norms, systems, and structures.
Through the Youth Council’s efforts, they were able to initiate a
sustainable media campaign aimed at reducing stigma associated
with mental illness with the intent of decreasing barriers to treat-
ment for individuals with mental and behavioral health disor-
ders. As indicated on their developed strategic plan map, the
long-term outcomes of the campaign are to decrease the percent-
age of high school students in Ohio who report feeling sad or
hopeless almost every day for 2 or more weeks in a row during
the past 12 months. Statewide data from the Youth Risk Behavior
Survey is used to track this outcome. While other statewide
efforts also affect these long-term outcomes, this is the most fea-
sible form of evaluation for this campaign at this time. Data were
also collected to assess the reach of the campaign.

The Youth Council was the first to enact the vision of
youth-led programs, however, there are now 13 youth-led
programs in Ohio that have developed and implemented stra-
tegic plans designed to create population-level change; nine
additional programs are prepared to begin implementation
this year.

Discussion

The overarching goal of youth-led programs in Ohio is for
young people to collectively engage in a planning process to
create and implement a strategic plan that uses evidence-
based strategies to create community-level change. To enact
this vision, adult allies determined that youth-led programs
are community-based processes in which young people
engage in determining a problem of practice, identifying the
root causes of the problem, and then select and implement
strategies to address those root causes. By engaging in this
process, young people are developing innovative strategies
for collaboration, addressing substance abuse prevention,
and promoting mental health statewide.

In order for young people to work collectively and suc-
cessfully lead these initiatives, it was necessary to first iden-
tify theoretical frameworks to guide the purpose and work of
youth-led programs. Through an iterative process with adult
allies and young people, two frameworks were identified to
inform the work of youth-led programs in Ohio: the YECF
(Holden et al., 2004) and the SPF (SAMHSA, 2017). These
theoretical models helped ground the work and unify the
field of youth-led prevention, but adult allies needed assis-
tance translating the theory to practice. A key struggle was
clearly establishing and defining the role and responsibilities
of adults in youth-led initiatives and determining how to
effectively guide young people in implementing environ-
mental strategies designed to create population-level change.
Through a T/TA platform, we were able to support adult
allies as they worked through the tensions involved in
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translating theory to practice. The work in Ohio demon-
strates several key lessons for those interested in collaborat-
ing for equity and justice.

Implications for Practice

Consistent with the CEJ principle of building on the extensive
community-engaged scholarship, it was necessary to first
ground the work of youth-led programs in the literature base.
Importantly, for collaborations to be more equitable, it is the
practitioners of the work who need to access, reflect, and
incorporate this scholarship into their practice. We quickly
learned that in order for this to occur, mass trainings were
insufficient. For this scholarship to be palatable and accessi-
ble for adult allies, trainings were developed utilizing a learn-
ing community format. Consistent with Wenger, McDermott,
and Snyder’s (2002) vision of a community of practice, meet-
ings engaged adult allies who shared an interest and passion
in enhancing their practice through collective learning and
regular interaction. This format provided formal and informal
opportunities for adult allies to bolster their skills in establish-
ing appropriate group structures in order to empower young
people and ensure their equitable participation in community
change efforts. As facilitators of these trainings, the authors of
this article presented core concepts and ideas from the litera-
ture for the adult allies to grapple with and discuss in order to
examine some of the tensions involved in this work and
develop a shared understanding of how to guide youth-led
programs in a manner that ensures equitable participation.
Equally important, we found that the conveners of youth-
led programs (i.e., the adult allies) needed ongoing support
and guidance as they sought to establish basic facilitating
structures and develop youth ownership and leadership.
Participation in the learning community meetings became a
2-year process. The first year focused on conceptually
grounding youth-led programs in the two evidence-based
frameworks (viz., the YECF and the SPF). The second year
provided support and coaching as the adult allies imple-
mented their youth-led program in accordance with these
two frameworks. This work is essential in order to create
spaces for young people to lead community change efforts
and highlights the importance of ongoing learning. It is not
enough to invest only in the initiative; funding should also be
allocated to support the convener in learning how to lead in a
collaborative manner and provide an intentional space for
them to discuss the challenges involved in facilitating equi-
table structures. Interestingly, Ohio’s example also highlights
that not all conveners seek to enact top-down approaches;
guidance is also needed for those who may not know how or
when to step forward and provide structure and support.

Conclusion

Moving forward, Ohio’s youth-led movement hopes to have
young people prepared to also serve alongside adults

in community coalitions. It was necessary, however, to first
create spaces for adults to learn how to interact with young
people and to prepare young people with the necessary knowl-
edge, skills, and attitudes to lead community change efforts.
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Notes

1. In 2013, the Ohio Departments of Alcohol and Drug Addiction
Services (ODADAS) and Mental Health (ODMH) were con-
solidated into the Ohio Department of Mental Health and
Addiction Services (OhioMHAS). While Ohio’s youth-led
initiative originated in ODADAS, it spans the consolidation.
To avoid unnecessary confusion to the reader, the state agency
will be referred to as OhioMHAS throughout this article.

2. The Youth Council’s experience engaging in the SPF is docu-
mented and publicly available on www.ohioadultallies.com/
whatwedo.

ORCID iD

Jessica Collura https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6754-3665

References

Alcohol and Drug Abuse and Mental Health Service Block Grant,
45 CFR § 96.125 (1993).

Bowen, G. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research
method.  Qualitative  Research Journal, 9(2), 27-40.
doi:10.3316/qrj0902027

Camino, L. (2005). Pitfalls and promising practices of youth-adult
partnerships: An evaluator’s reflections. Journal of Community
Psychology, 33, 75-85. doi:10.1002/jcop.20043

Christens, B. D., Collura, J.J., Kopish, M. A., & Varvodic, M. (2014).
Youth organizing for school and neighborhood improvement.
In K. L. Patterson & R. M. Silverman (Eds.), Schools and urban
revitalization: Rethinking institutions and community develop-
ment (pp. 151-166). New York, NY: Routledge.

Christens, B. D., & Dolan, T. (2011). Interweaving youth devel-
opment, community development, and social change through
youth organizing. Youth & Society, 43, 528-548. doi:10.1177
/0044118X10383647

Christens, B. D., & Peterson, N. A. (2012). The role of empower-
ment in youth development: A study of sociopolitical control
as mediator of ecological systems’ influence on developmen-
tal outcomes. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 41, 623-635.
doi:10.100/510964-011-9724-9.


www.ohioadultallies.com/whatwedo
www.ohioadultallies.com/whatwedo
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6754-3665

Collura et al.

Creswell, J. W., & Miller, D. L. (2000). Determining valid-
ity in qualitative inquiry. Theory into Practice, 39, 124-130.
doi:10.1207/s15430421tip3903_2

Fitzpatrick, J. L., Sanders, J. R., & Worthen, B. R. (2010). Program
evaluation: Alternative approaches and practical guidelines
(4th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson.

Florin, P., Friend, K. B., Buka, S., Egan, C., Barovier, L., &
Amodei, B. (2012). The interactive systems framework applied
to the strategic prevention framework: The Rhode Island expe-
rience. American Journal of Community Psychology, 50, 402-
414. doi:10.1007/s10464-012-9527-5

Gardner, M., Roth, J., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (2008). Adolescents’ par-
ticipation in organized activities and developmental success 2
and 8 years after high school: Do sponsorship, duration and
intensity matter? Developmental Psychology, 44, 814-830.
doi:10.1037/0012-1649.44.3.814

Hogan, J. A., Gabrielsen, K. R., Luna, N., & Grothaus, D. (2003).
Substance abuse prevention: The intersection of science and
practice. Boston, MA: Pearson.

Holden, D. J., Messeri, P., Evans, W. D., Crankshaw, E., & Ben-
Davies, M. (2004). Conceptualizing youth empowerment
within tobacco control. Health Education & Behavior, 31, 548-
563. doi:10.1177/1090198104268545

King, K. M., Rice, J. A., Steinbock, S., Reno-Weber, B., Okpokho,
L, Pile, A., & Carrico, K. (2015). Kentucky Teen Institute:
Results of a 1-year, health advocacy training intervention for
youth. Health Promotion Practice, 16, 885-896. doi:10.1177
/1524839915588294

Kirshner, B. (2008). Guided participation in three youth activism
organizations: Facilitation, apprenticeship, and joint work.
Journal of the Learning Sciences, 17, 60-101. doi:10.1080
/10508400701793190

Kirshner, B., & Ginwright, S. (2012). Youth organizing as a devel-
opmental context for African American and Latino adolescents.
Child Development Perspectives, 6, 288-294. doi:10.1111/
j.1750-8606.2012.00243.x

Krueger, M. (2005). Four themes in youth work practice. Journal
of Community Psychology, 33, 21-29. doi:10.1002/jcop.20033

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analy-
sis: An expanded sourcebook of new methods. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage.

Patton, M. Q. (2011). Developmental evaluation: Applying com-
plexity concepts to enhance innovation and use. New York,
NY: Guilford Press.

Pentz, M. A. (2000). Institutionalizing community-based preven-
tion through policy change. Journal of Community Psychology,
28,257-270.

Pentz, M. A. (2003). Evidence-based prevention: Characteristics,
impact and future direction. Journal of Psychoactive Drugs,
35, 143-152.

Perkins, H. W., Linkenbach, J. W., Lewis, M. A., & Neighbors,
C. (2010). Effectiveness of social norms media marketing in
reducing drinking and driving: A statewide campaign. Addictive
Behaviors, 35, 866-874. doi:10.1016/j.addbeh.2010.05.004

Richards-Schuster, K., & Timmermans, R. (2017). Conceptualizing
the role of adults within youth-adult partnerships: An example

from practice. Children and Youth Services Review, 81, 284-
292. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.07.023

Speer, P. W. (2008). Altering patterns of relationship and par-
ticipation: Youth organizing as a setting-level intervention.
In M. Shinn & H. Yoshikawa (Eds.), Toward positive youth
development: Transforming schools and community programs
(pp- 213-228). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.
(2017, Revised). Focus on prevention (HHS Publication No.
[SMA] 10-4120). Rockville, MD: Author.

Wade-Mdivanian, R., Anderson-Butcher, D., Newman, T. J.,
Ruderman, D. E., Smock, J., & Christie, S. (2016). Exploring
the long-term impact of a positive youth development-based
alcohol, tobacco and other drug prevention program. Journal
of Alcohol & Drug Education, 60(3), 67-90.

Wakefield, M., Loken, B., & Hornik, R. (2010). Use of mass media
campaigns to change health Behavior. Lancet, 376, 1261-1271.
doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(10)60809-4

Wenger, E., McDermott, R., & Snyder, W. M. (2002). 4 guide to
managing knowledge: Cultivating communities of practice.
Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press.

Wolff, T., Minkler, M., Wolfe, S., Berkowitz, B., Bowen, L.,
Butterfoss, F., . . . Lee, K. (2016). Collaborating for equity
and justice: Moving beyond collective impact. Nonprofit
Quarterly, 42-53.

Wright, A., McGorry, P. D., Harris, M. G., Jorm, A. F., &
Pennell, K. (2006). Development and evaluation of a youth
mental health community awareness campaign: The compass
strategy. BMC Public Health, 6, 215. doi:10.1186/1471-
2458-6-215

Zeldin, S., Larson, R., Camino, L., & O’Connor, C. (2005).
Intergenerational relationships and partnerships in commu-
nity programs: Purpose, practice and directions for research.
Journal of Community Psychology, 33, 1-10.

Zeldin, S., Petrokubi, J., & Camino, L. (2008). Youth-adult
partnerships in public action: Principles, organizational
culture and outcomes. Washington, DC: Forum for Youth
Investment.

Zimmerman, M. A. (2000). Empowerment theory: Psychological,
organizational, and community levels of analysis. In J.
Rappaport & E. Seidman (Eds.), Handbook of community psy-
chology (pp. 43-63). New York, NY: Springer.

Zimmerman, M. A., & Eisman, A. B. (2017). Empowering inter-
ventions: Strategies for addressing health inequities across lev-
els of analysis. In M. A. Bond, 1. Serrano-Garcia, C. B. Keys
& M. Shinn (Eds.), APA handbook of community psychology
(pp. 173-191). Washington, DC: American Psychological
Association.

Zimmerman, M. A., Eisman, A. B., Reischl, T. M., Morrel-
Samuels, S., Stoddard, S., Miller, A. L., . . . Rupp, L. (2018).
Youth empowerment solutions: Evaluation of an after-
school program to engage middle school students in com-
munity change. Health Education & Behavior, 45, 20-31.
doi:10.1177/1090198117710491



