Lessons From
the Field: Youth
Engagement Reminders
”Think of [youth engagement] as an opportunity to inspire the future leaders in the field.
Make youth see the bigger picture. Youth become engaged when they see they cannot only
make a difference in their own lives, but in the lives of others too!” – Aldo
1. Youth Engagement Is Not A “One-Size Fits All” Endeavor.
Though many models exist for engaging youth into programs, there is no “one way” to do this within your
own agency. Not all strategies or practices will fit neatly into the services your agency provides—and that’s
okay! Take inventory of the strengths and expertise of your agency, and build on those to create meaningful
experiences for youth within your programs. After identifying strengths, you can similarly address areas for
growth. Incorporate the resources, experiences, and best practices from others to inform your own efforts,
knowing that each organization is unique.

2. Youth Engagement and Caregiver Engagement Are Not Necessarily the Same Thing.
Many agencies that work with youth also work with their caregivers. In these instances, it is important to
remember that the viewpoints and wishes of caregivers may differ from the viewpoints and wishes of youth. It is
also important to establish clear expectations and boundaries up front with both youth and caregiver to avoid
confusion. Caregivers and youth can often offer additional points of view to add value to your organization.

3. There Is No “Right Way” to Engage Youth in Your Programs.
When many people think about how to engage youth in programs and services, they may think about
establishing youth councils, or having youth participate in board and/or staff meetings. However, there are
countless other ways to effectively engage youth, and some may make more sense for your agency than others
do. Again, take inventory of your organization’s programs and strengths, and hold focus groups for youth to
gain a better understanding of what kind of engagement will work best. By identifying and acknowledging
your agency’s strengths and areas for growth, you will be better able to support youth engagement within your
programs.

4. Remember to Support Youth, Respect Youth, and Meet Youth Where They Are.
Youth receiving services and youth informing or providing services may be in two different stages of recovery.
It is important to remember this as your agency continues its work with youth engagement. Youth who have
come on as staff or interns are not just “youth”; they are also employees and colleagues. Remember that youth
voice and youth engagement is a valuable resource to your agency and programs, and can provide a great
perspective on the role your organization plays in the community.

