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Effectively 

Engaging Youth 

To Address 

Opioids In Their 

Community



Learning Objectives:

1. Describe examples of youth 

engagement, including youth 

participatory action research, in 

preventing opioid use disorder

2. Identify youth engagement 

strategies to effectively involve 

young people in substance use 

prevention programming



“Sustained, meaningful 
participation in an activity 

outside of the self.”

What is youth engagement?

Ramey, et al. (2017) in Journal of Youth Development



Example of Youth Engagement for Opioids

• Youth participatory action research 

(YPAR) is an ideal approach to 

substance use prevention (Valdez et 

al., 2019). 

• Nearly 500,000 youth aged 12-17 

reported opioid misuse in 2021 

(SAMHSA). 



Youth Participatory Action Research

Program 

Delivery

YA4-H! YPAR 

Curriculum

Short-Term

Learning 

Working with 

adults

Develop research 

skills

Take research-

based action

Understand 

impacts of opioids

Medium-Term

Action

Translate research 

knowledge into 

local change

Increase opioid 

safety knowledge

Long-Term

Social

Enhanced 

community 

connection

Young adult civic 

engagement

Reduced opioid 

misuse



• Researchers

• Community

• Youth

What are the benefits?

(Kennedy et al., 2019; Ozer, 2016; Photo credit)

• Provides “insider” 
perspective

• More accurate responses
• Valued by youth-serving 

organizations
• Psychological empowerment
• Motivation for change
• Decision-making and problem-solving skills
• Understanding of sociopolitical 

environment
• Sense of purpose
• Adult support
• Attitudes toward school

https://youthprise.org/2015-annual-report/ypar/


• Youth as researchers 
(supported by adults)

• Based on research, interviews 
and reflection; YPAR Teen 
Interns divided into 3 groups. 
Each group created a unique 
project:
• Traveling Opioid Medicine 

Cabinet
• 8th grade Health Class 

Curriculum
• Fundraiser for Volunteers of 

America

YPAR in Action 
- Spokane



Each research group created posters along with their project. They created them with QR codes that 
linked to more information.  Posters covered:
• Where to get lock boxes
• What effects do opioids have on a person
• The brain and opioids
• Where can I get help?



Quick Facts

• 15 youth, 4 adult mentors

• 6 months, weekly sessions + 
independent & team assignments

• Teens spent 487 hours working & 
learning together

• Zoom + 1 in-person outreach event

• Approx. 2,505 contacts via a 5-part 
outreach project:

• Social Media
• Posters
• Stories
• Resource Website
• Podcast

YPAR in Action – 
Yakima



“People turn a blind eye to 
addiction. They feel they can’t 
help because they don’t know how. 
Making people aware is the most 
impactful way to help others.”

“I never realized how hard recovery 
is. This project helped us all 
realize that this is not a simple 
issue—it’s extremely 
complicated. I’m going to keep doing 
my part by helping people learn be 
more compassionate and give that 
helping hand.”

YPAR in Action – 
Yakima



Results

Opioid Familiarity

Harm of Opioid Misuse

Likelihood of Engaging in 
Opioid Safety Behaviors

Perceived Impact of the Opioid 
Crisis on Teens

Safe Handling 
and Storage

Pre Post



What are the levels of youth engagement?

Organizing and 

Governing

Youth-initiated 

Leadership

Youth-initiated 

Partnership

Adult-initiated, 

Shared 

Decision-

making

Informed 

Dialogue

Assigned but 

Informed



What are the levels of youth engagement?

Tokenism Decoration Manipulation

Organizing and 

Governing

Youth-initiated 

Leadership

Youth-initiated 

Partnership

Adult-initiated, 

Shared Decision-

making

Informed 

Dialogue

Assigned but 

Informed



What does youth engagement look like for you?

How could you 
use these 
levels and 

examples in 
your work?

Organizing and 

Governing

Youth-initiated 

Leadership

Youth-initiated 

Partnership

Adult-initiated, 

Shared 

Decision-

making

Informed 

Dialogue

Assigned but 

Informed



How do I know I’m/we’re ready?

Youth

• Capacity

• Readiness

• Goals

• Strengths

Adult

• Capacity

• Readiness

• Goals

• Strengths

Organization

• Capacity

• Readiness

• Goals

• Strengths



How do I know I’m/we’re ready?

Youth

• Capacity

• Readiness

• Goals

• Strengths

Adult

• Capacity

• Readiness

• Goals

• Strengths

Organization

• Capacity

• Readiness

• Goals

• Strengths

Youth voices are shared 

and valued.

Youth have key leadership 

roles or responsibilities.

Adults understand youth 

development.

Adults support youth with 

appropriate boundaries.

The organization has youth 

engagement policies.

The organization provides 

services tailored to meet 

the needs of youth. 



Support of Youth Engagement for Opioids

• Additional information available on 

www.nwrotac.org; 

https://www.nwrotac.org/on-demand-

online-training 

• Youth Engagement Resource Guide 

https://bit.ly/WSU-YERG 
• Forthcoming publication in American 

Journal of Community Psychology and 

related research brief

What would best support YOU to 

effectively engage youth?

http://www.nwrotac.org/
https://www.nwrotac.org/on-demand-online-training
https://www.nwrotac.org/on-demand-online-training
https://bit.ly/WSU-YERG


It looks like…

meaning.

respect.

growth. 

contribution.



Access the guide

https://doi.org/10.7273/000005214

https://bit.ly/WSU-YERG
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