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Abstract
Disparities in youth obesity continue despite an increasing number of programs designed to address this challenge.
Policy, systems, and environmental (PSE) changes hold promise. Youth Engagement & Action for Health! (YEAH!)
is a youth advocacy curriculum for PSE change that promotes healthy behaviors. From 2017–2019, 18 youth-serving
organizations hosted YEAH! clubs serving 237 middle school youth from low-income communities. Study data
include YEAH! adult leader surveys and interviews. Data were coded on themes of youth advocacy action, youth
retention, and opportunities and threats to program success. After coding, the data were organized into four
categories for validation by representative adult leaders. This study found that positive outcomes were facilitated by
adult leaders who had previous engagement with the youth, who showed enthusiasm for youth advocacy, and who
had access to resources to motivate group cohesion, participation, and commitment. Best practices highlighted from
this study offer tested strategies for adult leaders of youth advocacy groups.
Keywords: youth advocacy, community engagement, health disparities, community-based participatory research

Advocacy can take many forms, from letter writing to
direct community action, all with the same end goal—to
persuade a person or entity to act (D’Andrea & Daniels,
1999). Typically, adults are expected to advocate for
themselves and their communities (Hunter & Milofsky,
2007) whereas youth are rarely ascribed this role (Camino
& Zeldin, 2002) and, often, youth of color and immigrant
youth are excluded (Fine et al., 2004; Seif, 2011, Christens
& Zeldin, 2016). When youth are trained to be advocates,
there are many positive changes. Youth advocacy groups
have increased positive outcomes when they partner with
one or more committed adults (Botchwey et al., 2019). The
characteristics of successful youth groups and their leaders
have been explored (Evans et al., 2004), but questions
remain about the role of adult group leaders in youth
advocacy for obesity prevention.
Background
Adult leaders who lead or facilitate youth advocacy
programs generally are not assessed for the quality of their
work, and their characteristics and related contributions to
this work are understudied. The limited literature on this
subject shows that programs with positive outcomes are led
by adult leaders who share decision-making with youth
while also mentoring and giving instruction (Zeldin et al.,
2013). Effective adult leaders facilitate youth meetings

(Zeldin et al., 2008; Zeldin et al., 2014) while improving
group cohesion and acting as mediators when necessary
(Bozsik et al., 2018). Adult leaders can support youth
against practicing unhealthy behaviors, like smoking (Beier
et al., 2000), as well as act as mentors for both academic
and non-academic success by supporting career and
personal goals (McPartland & Nettles, 1991). Adults are
also reported to support youth psychological empowerment
processes (Krauss et al., 2014; Zeldin et al., 2014) and
improve social integration (Cargo et al., 2003).
Benefits of Youth Advocacy
For youth, taking an advocacy role has added
advantages beyond advancing the immediate target of the
action. When youth are involved in advocacy, they build
long-term civic engagement practices as they become
adults (Clement et al., 2014), which has far-reaching
implications for civil society (Camino & Zeldin, 2002).
Youth advocacy can build community capacity (Berman et
al., 2018; Bunnell et al., 2012) and shift social norms
(Dombrowski et al., 2013). These societal implications
center around policy, systems, and environmental changes
that can create national and international participatory
youth-led movements like the 2018 March for Our Lives
and the Global Climate Strike, as well as local actions to
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shape municipal public policy (Checkoway et al., 2005)
and community planning (Ross & Coleman, 2000).
Youth advocacy research focuses primarily on the
impacts of these efforts on the youth involved. These
impacts include a measured increase in youth abilities to
influence adults (Botchwey, Jones-Bynes, et al., 2020)
which builds youth confidence (Checkoway et al., 2011).
Youth advocacy training increases youth skills, improves
their knowledge base, and expands their understanding of
issues (Andrade et al., 2015; Arnold et al., 2016; Millstein
et al., 2016). Youth advocacy also has health impacts
including reduced tobacco usage among youth (Holden et
al., 2004; Kulbok et al., 2008; Ribisl et al., 2004) and
improved physical activity and nutrition (Millstein et al.,
2016; Botchwey, Jones-Bynes, et al., 2020). While these
many benefits to youth are highly encouraging, additional
research is needed to understand what makes the programs
successful from adult leadership and contextual
perspectives.
Studies show that programs aimed at individual
behavior modification intended to improve physical activity
and nutrition may not have lasting impacts (Fialkowski et
al., 2014; Summerbell et al., 2005). Instead, those that
focus on policies, systems, and the environment improve
long-term health outcomes because they support
individuals while also changing behavior (Summerbell et
al., 2005). Thus, the goal of the Youth Engagement and
Action for Health (YEAH!) program is to teach youth how
to advocate for PSE changes that lead to improvements in
physical activity and healthy eating. Critical to the success
of youth programs, and in this case YEAH!, is the
engagement and training of the adult group leader (Linton
et al., 2014).
Youth Engagement and Action for Health (YEAH!)
Program Description
YEAH! is a 10–12 week youth advocacy program that
empowers youth to advocate for healthier options in their
communities. The YEAH! study design employed
community-based participatory research with a focus on a
sustained collaboration with adult leaders from program
design to dissemination (Israel et al., 2013). This paper

gives voice to adult leaders in documenting best practices
for leading youth advocacy that addresses health inequities
in their communities (Wallerstein et al., 2011). In so doing,
adult leaders engage in reflective practice and offer lessons
learned for successful youth advocacy programs that fill
gaps in previous work.
Study Purpose
This study focused on YEAH! adult leaders and their
experiences leading youth advocacy clubs aimed at PSE
changes that improve physical activity and healthy eating.
Understanding how YEAH! adult leaders facilitated these
youth groups helps researchers develop strategies to help
future club leaders to guide youth through the YEAH!
curriculum and other youth advocacy projects. Specifically,
the paper highlights best practices around leader
characteristics, group characteristics, catalysts, and barriers.
Methods
Conceptual Framework
Figure 1 describes the conceptual model by which the
role of the adult group leaders may be influencing
individual, community, and PSE changes. The YEAH!
guidebook, curriculum delivery resources, youth
recruitment, staff training, and meeting space are inputs
that are all necessary for the YEAH! curriculum to be
implemented. Adult leaders and youth engage members of
the community (Botchwey, Jones-Bynes, et al., 2020).
Adult leaders facilitate youth presentations of evidencebased recommendations for PSE change to decision makers
(see Figure 1). Both the community and decision makers
give feedback to adult leaders and youth. As reported
elsewhere, program evaluation found eight short-term and
four long-term outcomes for participating youth
(Botchwey, Jones-Bynes, et al., 2020). Adult leaders
experience short-term outcomes in scaffolding youth
agency, which leads to the adult leader including advocacy
in future group activities. Community members and
decision makers realize a short-term outcome in awareness
of advocacy that leads them to include advocacy in future
group activities as well as to implement the change
requested by youth.
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Figure 1. YEAH! Conceptual Model: Adult Contributions Emphasized

YEAH! Program
For this study, the research team adapted the YEAH!
curriculum originally designed by the San Diego County
Childhood Obesity Initiative (Linton et al., 2014). The
current study re-designed the original YEAH! curriculum
from a 10-week program delivered in one county and
expanded it to a 10–12 week offering with 18 clubs located
across the United States in urban, suburban, and rural
California, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Maine, Maryland,
Virginia, and Washington, DC, communities that served
low income, minority youth (Botchwey, Conway, et al.,
2020). YEAH! clubs included Boys and Girls Clubs, Big
Brothers and Big Sisters, YMCAs, schools, and afterschool programs (Kim, A. et al. 2021). Each club received
a $1,500 stipend that was paid upon completion of the
program (Botchwey, Jones-Bynes et al., 2020). Most
groups completed one session each week while some
groups accelerated the delivery with two sessions per week.
The final sample of youth participants in the study
(n=137) included 59 boys and 78 girls; five race/ethnic
groups: African American/Black (n = 43), Latinx (n = 19),
Asian American, Pacific Islander/ Native Hawaiian (n =
33), multiracial (n = 25), and non-identified (no race/ethnic
response or prefer not to answer) (n = 17) (Botchwey,
Jones-Bynes, et al., 2020). All youth participants received a

Table 1. Group and Leader Characteristics

$50 gift card as an incentive for completion of pre- and
post-assessments.
Recruitment and Training of Adult Group Leaders
Clubs were led by 18 adult leaders who were employed
by or volunteered in the participating youth-serving
organizations. Club types included after-school programs
focused on physical activity (n = 8), schools (n = 4), afterschool programs focused on homework (n = 3), community
groups (n = 2) and a church youth group (n = 1). Before
starting the program, adult leaders participated in a threehour in-person or synchronous online training session.
Delivery of the YEAH! curriculum was integrated into
adult leaders’ normal workload. As an incentive to ensure
all final program components were complete, researchers
updated the study protocol to include $50 for adult leaders.
Clubs included a range of one to four adult leaders per
group, and all groups had at least one paid leader. Some
leaders oversaw more than one club. Eleven groups had
leaders who had worked with their youth group before the
YEAH! program. Adult leaders had varying levels of
physical activity and nutrition knowledge. Five clubs had at
least one leader with physical activity or nutrition
experience, eight clubs had at least one leader with
experience in policy education or neighborhood design, and
four had at least one leader with previous experience in
youth advocacy (see Table 1).
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Characteristic of Groups and Leaders
Leaders
Number of leaders per group, range

1–4 (median=1)

Groups that had at least 1 paid leader

18

Leader experience among groups
Groups had worked with leader previously

11

Groups with at least 1 leader experienced in physical activity and nutrition

5

Groups with at least 1 leader with experience in fields of policy education, or
neighborhood design

8

Groups with at least 1 leader with previous experience in youth advocacy

4

Procedures
The survey and interview guides were developed based
on the YEAH! San Diego study. The post-assessment
survey used in this analysis was an online survey of 68
multiple choice and open-ended questions. This survey was

completed one week after the YEAH! club activities ended.
Eleven adult leaders completed the post-assessment survey.
This study focused on twelve open-ended post-assessment
survey questions that describe the youth advocacy action,
insights into youth retention, and opportunities and threats
to program success (Table 2).

Table 2. Open-Ended Post-Assessment Questions Relevant to Analysis
Category
Description of youth
advocacy action

Question
1.
2.
3.

Youth retention

4.
5.

Opportunities and
threats to program
success

6.
7.

Describe the outcome(s) of your group’s advocacy efforts?
More specifically, have you seen any results of your group’s advocacy efforts to date?
Check all that apply.
For each of the boxes you checked in the previous question, please describe.
If one or more youth stopped participating before the end, what do you think the reasons
were?
For those youth that continued participation to the end, what do you think their primary
motivators were? Check all that apply. (Check all that apply)

What are the most important ingredients for a YEAH! project?
What are the most important characteristics of successful YEAH! adult leaders? You can
list up to five.
8. Did your group consult outside experts or professionals in conducting this project? Please
explain.
9. What do you think was the most significant impact of participating in this project-on the
youth in your group?
10. What do you think was the most significant impact of participating in this project—on you
as an adult leader?
11. What barriers did you encounter in leading your group? Did you overcome them? If so,
how?
12. If you were going to repeat the process of leading this group, is there anything you would
change? Please describe.
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The research team conducted adult leader interviews by
phone with each interview lasting between 15 and 45
minutes. The adult leader interview took place one to three
weeks after completion of the YEAH! program with 10
open-ended questions (Table 3). These questions followed
the survey’s themes of youth advocacy action,
opportunities, and threats to program success. The goal of
this series of questions was to give the adult leaders a

chance to further describe their experience with the YEAH!
program and the potential for future actions around the
youth’s advocacy action. There was also a six-month
follow-up interview with adult leaders that included two
open-ended questions to document outcomes from the
youth’s presentation to the decision makers and projected
continuation of youth group advocacy work.

Table 3. Adult Post-Completion Interview Questions
Category

Question
1–3 week post completion interview questions

Youth advocacy action

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Tell me about your group.
Who was the decision maker the youth presented to?
What did the youth present?
How do you think the presentation went?
Do you believe the youth’s request will happen? Why or why not?

Opportunities and
threats to program
success

6.
7.
8.
9.

Overall, what went well with the YEAH! Program?
What did not go well?
How could the curriculum be changed for better outcomes?
What would you have done differently?

6-month follow-up interview questions
Follow-up

1.
2.

Have you seen any changes over the past six months, due to the youth’s advocacy work?
Have the youth continued to do advocacy projects?

Data Analysis
This study used a multi-method qualitative approach
with three phases of data collection and analysis—surveys,
interviews, and adult leader representatives. This stepwise,
iterative analysis validated the outcomes with expert
interpretation by the adult leader validation group. Surveys
were completed online through a digital platform. To
ensure adult leaders felt comfortable to speak freely, the
interviewer took detailed notes rather than recording the
interviews. The same person interviewed all adult leaders
to ensure consistency between questions and notes.
Upon completion of all surveys and interviews, two
members of the team immersed themselves in the data. The
researchers first aggregated survey data with short answers
which were coded based on responses associated with three
predetermined themes—youth advocacy action, youth
retention, and opportunities and threats to program success.
After organizing survey responses, the researchers
confirmed initial codes then used the three-theme
framework to combine survey responses with interview
responses into four categories for validation by
representative adult leaders.
In the final validation session, the researchers presented
the categories to the four YEAH! adult leaders,
representative from the full group of adult club leaders. The
participants clarified and honed the labeling and

characterization of the presented categories. The results
section presents this synthesized material organized
according to themes.
Results
Description of Youth Advocacy Action
Seven clubs completed physical activity community
assessments, six completed school assessments, and five
completed park assessments. In response to the survey
question Have you seen any results of your group’s
advocacy efforts to date?, all adult leaders chose “no
change for now, but decision makers have indicated greater
understanding, and change may be possible in the future.”
At the follow-up interview, some clubs saw changes based
on the youth’s advocacy work. For example, a club in
Hawaii presented to their county council regarding park
updates. At the time of the survey, the adult leader noted,
“County council put it on record to further improve the
park” and by the six-month post-interview follow-up, the
group received confirmation that the mayor and county
council budgeted $80,000 for a park study. At a school in
Florida, the youth presented to the administrators the
challenge of water fountains consistently containing trash,
which made it difficult for students to drink from the
fountain and stay hydrated. At the time of the survey,
immediately after completion of the YEAH! curriculum, no
changes had taken place. However, at the first interview,
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one to three weeks later, the adult leader described the
administration’s efforts with the custodial staff to ensure
consistent upkeep of the fountains.
Youth Retention
When asked If one or more youth stopped participating
before the end of the program, what do you think the
reasons were?, most adult leaders noted time challenges
such as “scheduling conflicts,” “school and sports,” and
“academics.” A few noted that students were not interested,
or their friends were not part of the YEAH! club.
When asked For those youth that continued
participation to the end, what do you think their primary
motivators were?, respondents were given a set of eight
options. The top response was “incentives—gifts, prizes,
stipend.” During the interview, several adult leaders stated
the gift cards were a crucial part to keep the youth returning
each week. At the same time, several adult leaders noted
that students at the start of the program were enthusiastic
about the financial incentive ($50 gift cards), yet by the
end, youth were more excited about the advocacy work.
Students also received YEAH! T-shirts which some adult
leaders point to as creating a sense of exclusiveness,
bonding the group as an identifiable team. Adult leaders
strongly encouraged the youth participants to wear their
YEAH! T-shirts for meetings, school, and community
project events to aid in promoting the YEAH! club’s
project. One adult leader stated, “I encourage the youth
participants to wear the shirts for every YEAH! meeting
and service event. As everyone in the school and
community started to notice our T-shirts, the participants
became more united as a group. Additionally, this pride
compelled the group to work even harder to make a
positive change for the community.”
Opportunities and Threats to Program Success
When asked What are the most important ingredients
for a YEAH! project?, three general themes emerged—
time, youth commitment, and adult support. Regarding
time, the challenge of “enough time” was reiterated in
interviews. For youth, several adult leaders noted that youth
needed to be committed not just to the program but also to
the broad goal of advocacy. For example, one leader noted
the YEAH! project needs “youth that actually care and are
willing to advocate for a change” while another described
this target as “willing students who would like to see
changes in their community.” While youth commitment to
change was important for some leaders, other leaders saw
the responsibility falling on the adults to inspire youth. One
leader noted in the survey it was important for the adult
leader to “come up with a project that students are excited
about and whose objective has the potential to be realized if
presented well to policy and decision makers.” During the
interviews, it was noted by several adult leaders that
institutional buy-in was important. For example, the adult
leaders were excited to start the YEAH! program at a
school in Florida but were delayed by required institutional
approvals. This pushed the program start date back, which
interfered with academic testing and further delayed the
program. Other programs were unable to set up meetings
with decision makers who did not see the value of the

program. One host organization had internal disagreement
between adult leaders who saw the value in youth advocacy
with the executive director who was worried about the club
participating in advocacy work. Students could not
advocate outside of the club and instead had to present their
ideas directly to the executive director. This narrowed the
students’ focus to the club rather than the full community.
When asked What are the most important
characteristics of successful YEAH! adult leaders?,
respondents gave a range of answers, with most noting the
importance of patience and communication. Other survey
answers included “charisma—keeping youth engaged” and
a focus on enthusiasm. In the interviews, the lack of
enthusiasm came up as a barrier. For example, an adult
leader for a club in Georgia, when interviewed at the end of
the program, said he did not understand the point of the
program and had just been told to do it. Club leadership
decided to do the YEAH! program but the adult leader did
not have the same enthusiasm for the program. Other
survey responses included flexibility, ability to motivate,
organizational skills, creativity, calm, caring, giving, and
direction. Not mentioned in the surveys but discussed
during the interviews was the importance for adult leaders
to know their students before starting the program. Leaders
who did not know their students spent the first several
weeks learning names rather than focusing on the program.
When asked Did your group consult with outside
experts or professionals in conducting this project?, four
groups consulted outside experts, with two of the groups
partnering with their state’s public health institute, one
group partnering with both the state public health institute
and the planning department, and one group working with a
local chef. For example, a club in Hawaii partnered with
the local planning office where a former teacher was
employed. At the time, the YEAH! curriculum did not
include a student-facing presentation. The former teacher
created a weekly presentation that included an
identification game for the students to use in learning about
the members of their county council. The same group
worked with an expert from the public health institute who
used her professional network to schedule a student
presentation to the mayor. Another group of clubs in
Hawaii had support from the state public health agency.
During the adult leader interview, the addition of this
professional background combined with the adult leader’s
relationship with the kids helped create a “strong dynamic
and allowed the team to shift gears when not engaging
well.”
When asked What do you think was the most significant
impact of participating in this project-on the youth in your
group?, the respondents focused on two major themes—
skills and youth agency. The skills included tangible skills
like how important it is to be prepared for a presentation
and the impacts of first impressions. They also practiced
and successfully executed public speaking skills to adults.
During follow-up interviews with adult leaders and
decision makers, many expressed surprise and excitement
at the caliber of the YEAH! advocacy presentations while
also seeing changes in confidence levels and increased
leadership skills. One teacher commented that a member of
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the school’s administration team stated “I’m impressed that
you could get him to participate” in response to seeing a
particular student present at the end of the program. The
YEAH! adult leader noted that the student wanted to
present because he was proud of what we had done. Several
leaders celebrated the YEAH! curriculum for the
opportunity it presented for youth to work together and to
develop their leadership skills. Regarding youth agency,
survey respondents recognized the importance of “showing
the youth they have a voice and say in the world” while
another commended the students for “gaining confidence in
the abilities to make a change and present their concerns to
decision makers.” In follow-up interviews, one after-school
program noted that students transitioned their advocacy
focus from physical activity to mental health by assessing
the mental health resources within their school and
community. In another after-school program, the students
used their newly gained skills to advocate for the school
curriculum to better reflect the Asian American population
it served. The students conducted assessments of the
curriculum and presented recommendations to the school
and the associated school board.
During follow-up interviews, an adult leader from a
Hawaii club reported that “kids seem to walk away with
knowledge and a positive shift of attitudes.” Several adult
leaders noted in interviews that they saw youth attitudes
toward food shift throughout the process. A YEAH! Hawaii
club leader stated, “I saw a collective shift in attitude. At
the start of the program, the students wanted sugary
muffins, and by the end, they were enjoying the healthy
food. [I] saw this with the whole class.” He goes on to say,
“Knowing the kids’ knowledge and baseline, they gained
useful new knowledge on nutritional information. How to
read nutrition labels, how to make good comparison choice,
make better informed decisions.” At a school in Georgia,
students enjoyed participating in a kale salad food demo.
The teacher noted that one club member expressed the
sentiment of the club by saying, “I would never have
thought of doing it. This is simple. This is something I
could make.”
When asked What do you think was the most significant
impact of participating in this project—on you as an adult
leader?, all survey respondents described the youth. Some
leaders were most impacted by the change in the youth. For
example, one leader noted “watching the students evolve
and discover areas of improvement/change that they
otherwise would not have noticed.” Others found they were
most impacted by seeing the youth as advocates. One
respondent’s significant impact was “Having the youth get
a chance to voice themselves in front of the county
council.” Another said, “encouraging kids to become
advocates of their own neighborhoods was an empowering
and humbling experience.”
When asked What barriers did you encounter in leading
your group?, several respondents focused on youth’s time
constraints. Some leaders used general attendance as a
challenge while others gave specific examples like “sports
and school” or “standardized testing.” During an interview,
an adult leader noted several rural students lacked reliable
transportation, which led to high levels of absentees at the

program. The lack of regular attendance required leaders
“to update and repeat what [was] already covered. It was
difficult trying to move forward.” Food was a challenge as
well as a solution. For example, one leader noted “the only
time we could do was directly after school, and some kids
didn’t have much to eat all day and so energy was low”
while another noted they used food to get students’
attention. This was reiterated during the follow-up
interviews. According to an adult leader from a school in
Florida, “after the dissemination of snacks, participants
worked even harder with each session. Youth participants
eventually wanted to prepare and administer healthy
snacks. Healthy eating awareness was enlightening for me
as the adult leader and the youth participants as we decided
on snack options to prepare for the group sessions.” Youth
participants became more conscious of other group
members’ dietary restraints, thereby learning another lesson
about healthy eating options.
When asked If you were going to repeat the process of
leading this group, is there anything you would change?,
several survey respondents identified an extended timeline
that would improve the outcomes. This was reiterated in
interviews. One club leader stated the program “deserved
more time. We felt like we were rushing through.” For
clubs located in schools, there were delays in starting
programs due to internal IRB requirements. After clubs
started, many were delayed or interrupted for mandatory
testing. This extended the time required to complete the
program. Time was also a factor in meeting with decision
makers. In the survey, one respondent noted it “was hard to
schedule with the principal” and in the future they would
try to schedule earlier. Several clubs ultimately were unable
to present to the appropriate decision maker. Those
students ended up presenting to club leadership rather than
an external person, so student requests went unfulfilled.
One survey respondent found their large group size to be a
challenge because they were unable to keep students
focused. Other groups were challenged by too few students,
which created a burden on other students when one student
was absent. Several respondents focused on the role of the
adult as the leader. One respondent suggested “clearer lines
of communications and expectations” while another need
expressed was to “find ways to make them [the youth] feel
more accountable.”
Discussion
The YEAH! program gives youth an opportunity to
participate in shaping public policy (Checkoway et al.,
2005) and community planning (Ross & Coleman, 2000).
Critical to the success of youth programs is the engagement
and training of the adult group leader, as well as
partnerships with youth-serving organizations (Linton et
al., 2014). Within youth-serving organizations, adult
leaders play a vital role in supporting youth by facilitating
meetings and acting as mentors. To ensure adult leaders get
the full support they need to be successful in facilitating
youth advocacy clubs, it is important to understand the
characteristics of successful adult leaders as well as what
catalysts, and barriers work together to motivate group
cohesion, participation, and commitment for youth.
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and (c) barriers. These findings support and expand upon
the baseline lessons from Linton et al. (2014), which found
YEAH! programs needed close partnerships, committed
adult leaders, and expert support.

Best Practices
The adult leader validation group crafted a set of best
practices based on the results of the surveys and interviews
to benefit future clubs working on PSE programming
(Table 4). The adult leader validation group organized best
practices into (a) adult leader characteristics, (b) catalysts,
Table 4. Best Practices to Support Adult Leaders
Factor

Best practices
Adult leader characteristics

Adult leader enthusiasm

Be selective on adult leaders and work with those that have enthusiasm for the program

Curriculum familiarity

Train adult leaders well

PSE/Physical Activity knowledge
not necessary

Partner with local advocates that can support adult leaders that need guidance on
PSE/PA/advocacy
Group characteristics

Knowing students in advance

Work with clubs that already have a relationship with students

Group size

Recommend clubs are between 10–15 students
Catalysts

Financial

Have funds available for the clubs to participate as well as funds for adult leader
participation

Food

Have funds available so food can be available at each club meeting

T-shirts

Have T-shirts for the students at the start of the program
Barriers

Adult leader buy-in

Recruit/screen leaders who see the value in advocacy work
Get skeptical leaders excited about the potential of advocacy work
Ensure there is a match between institutional and adult leader enthusiasm

Institutional buy-in
Youth commitment

Make a pitch to institutional leaders that match their value system
Work with clubs that have consistent attendance (like schools)
Provide transportation

Lack of resources

Have funds and supplies available for participating club
Have additional funds available for final presentation needs

Lack of time

Include time for non-project challenges like IRB, academic testing
Anticipate and schedule decision maker meetings at the start of the study

Adult Leader Characteristics
Effective adult leaders facilitate youth meetings (Zeldin
et al., 2008; Zeldin et al., 2014), and part of being an
effective leader is to motivate and inspire youth—which
requires enthusiasm. Enthusiasm has the potential to help
youth see the program beyond the 10-week curriculum and
to build long-term civic engagement practices (Clement et
al., 2014). To set clubs up for a successful program, the
adult leader steering committee recommends being
selective with adult leader participants and working
primarily with those who show enthusiasm for the program.
They can help motivate youth by creating fun and

interactive sessions that go beyond a standard school
curriculum.
Familiarity with the curriculum was key to moving the
YEAH! program forward. While each adult leader received
training before starting the program, some leaders did not
fully grasp the purpose of the program. The inability to
convey this to students had the potential to reduce interest
for both the youth and the adult leaders. To create
successful clubs, it is recommended that adult leaders have
ample time to complete training at the start of the program,
especially around the importance of youth advocacy.
Providing consistent check-ins and resources throughout
the YEAH! program helps reinforce the program purpose
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and effective delivery. Besides ensuring a smooth program,
well-designed training will build their enthusiasm for the
program.
Many of the adult leaders did not have prior knowledge
around PSE changes for physical activity or nutrition, but
the adult validation group found this was not a necessary
component. While neither PSE knowledge nor physical
activity knowledge was necessary, it was helpful for groups
to have members of the community who acted as outside
advisors to support the groups’ advocacy activities. The
outside advisors can help expand youth’s knowledge base
and understanding of issues (Andrade et al., 2015; Arnold
et al., 2016; Millstein et al., 2016) in ways their regular
adult leaders cannot. The adult leader validation group
recommends connecting adult leaders with local advocates
who can provide guidance and can ensure the most
influential decision makers are present for the final
presentation.
Group Characteristics
Adult leaders act as mentors (McPartland & Nettles,
1991), which requires long-term relationships. When
looking at the broader group structure, the adult leader
validation group found it was helpful for the adult leaders
to have prior experience with the students. Most of our
adult leaders had previously worked with their students, but
some of our clubs recruited students solely for the YEAH!
club. Because the YEAH! program timeline was tight at
only 10 weeks, the adult leaders who did not have
preexisting experience with the youth were burdened with
building rapport with participants while understanding and
delivering the curriculum. It is recommended that clubs
have an established relationship with their students prior to
taking on the program.
The group size was an important factor for successful
clubs, with the optimal number between 10 and 15 students
per group. Too few students created a burden of
responsibility, especially if a student was absent. It also
reduced brainstorming capabilities. Too many students
were hard to keep focused, with a few students being
heavily involved while others participated on the periphery.
Catalysts
Financial incentives played a major role in conducting
the YEAH! study, with clubs receiving stipends and
students receiving gift cards. Few clubs would have
participated without the organization-level incentive, but
the provision of gift cards for individual youth participants
showed mixed results on youth retention.
Food was another method for improving participation.
Adult leaders noted that healthy snacks at meetings were a
great way to ensure youth participants’ promptness. At the
same time, some clubs noted they saw youth attitudes
toward healthy food change throughout the program. This
demonstrates the potential for long-term PSE changes
around nutrition (Summerbell et al., 2005). Access to
healthy food options can be especially challenging for lowincome youth, suggesting that funds be set aside to ensure
snacks are available for each meeting.

Barriers
Some of the clubs lacked interest in the YEAH! program
from adult leaders. This lack of buy-in to the program
resulted from institutional leaders requiring adult leaders to
oversee the project without the adult leaders fully
understanding the purpose of the program. This led to a
dissonance of desires between adult leaders and
institutional leaders. For the clubs that require their adult
leaders to participate, it is important to take extra time with
these leaders to demonstrate the value of youth advocacy.
Finally, a lesson learned is to work with both institutional
leaders and adult leaders to ensure there is a match between
institutional and adult leader enthusiasm.
At the same time, other clubs were burdened by an
opposite challenge—adult leader enthusiasm with a lack of
buy-in by institutional leaders. Study teams are encouraged
to ensure buy-in comes from all levels within a club before
the start. Another important reason for multilevel buy-in is
the high frequency of turnover at youth-serving
organizations. The YEAH! research team did not anticipate
this turnover concern from staff changes, often followed by
clubs dropping out of the program. It is important to set up
multiple contacts within a club, from adult leaders through
executive leadership, and prepare to assist clubs as they
transition between leadership.
Several of the clubs were challenged by a commitment
of youth participants to complete the program or
consistently attend weekly meetings. To ensure consistent
participation, study teams are recommended to emphasize
steady student involvement in the recruitment phase and
weekly.
All YEAH! clubs were in low-income communities, so
technology and resource availability created a large barrier
to success. The study team provided the clubs with a
startup package with materials to aid in program delivery,
but some clubs needed additional resources. It is important
when working within low-income communities to identify
support for unexpected supply and final presentation needs.
One of the largest barriers was the lack of time for
individual programs, as well as getting on the calendar of
decision makers. Be sure to consider non-project time
challenges such as K–12 school academic testing and IRB
review. When initiating a YEAH! club, adult leaders are
encouraged to plan out the calendar of activities well in
advance of desired meetings and to schedule those as early
as possible.
Limitations
The YEAH! study was conducted with a small sample
size, making it difficult to do detailed statistical analysis of
survey data. This reduces the generalizability of the study
and limits the study team’s ability to analyze data based on
specific demographics like race, gender, or club location.
To ensure scientific rigor, the research team followed strict
data collection and interview methods. The team worked
with a panel of adult leaders for validation to more
accurately denote the optimal characteristics of leaders and
groups, as well as the barriers and catalysts to youth
advocacy programs.
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Conclusions
The YEAH! program is designed to allow for flexibility
based on club location needs, but there are several ways to
set the club up for positive outcomes. For adult leaders, it is
best to work with leaders who show enthusiasm for the
program and are well trained on the YEAH! program. They
don’t need to have PSE/Physical Activity knowledge, but it
is helpful if they partner with a local advocate who can
supplement this knowledge. It is recommended that clubs
have a well-established relationship between the adult
leader and the youth to ensure time is spent on the program
and not on building rapport. The optimal club size is 10 to
15 students. Clubs should have access to funds to support
the adult leader for their time as well as for supplemental
supplies, including food and T-shirts. It is recommended
that there be buy-in at all levels, from the adult leader
through the administration, to ensure support. For
consistency, clubs work best with students who have
consistent attendance. Finally, from the start of the
program, it is recommended that adult leaders anticipate
time challenges that may fall outside of the normal YEAH!
program. While it is impossible to anticipate all challenges,
following these best practices, as designed by a panel of
experts, will set up YEAH! clubs and other youth advocacy
programs for success.
Corresponding Author:
Nisha Botchwey, PhD, MCRP, MPH
Associate Professor
Georgia Institute of Technology
School of City and Regional Planning
245 4thStreet, NW
Atlanta, GA 30313
Nisha.botchwey@gatech.edu
404-385-6160

Nisha Botchwey
5065
L. Katie OConnell
3993

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1298https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1814-

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 License.
Suggested citation (APA 7th edition): Botchwey N., L.
OConnell, L.K., Bryan, K. & Ricks, T. (2021). Youth
Advocacy Programs: Lessons From YEAH! Adult Leaders
Evaluation Study. Journal of Healthy Eating and Active
Living, 1(2), 41-52.
Author Contributions
Conceptualization, N.B. and L.K.O.; Methodology, N.B.
and L.K.O.; Investigation, N.B. and L.K.O.; Writing—
Original Draft, N.B., L.K.O., K.B., T.R.; Writing—Review
& Editing, N.B., L.K.O., K.B., T.R., Funding Acquisition,
N.B.; Resources, N.B.; Supervision, N.B.
Acknowledgments
We would like to acknowledge and thank all of the adult
leaders and youth participants who completed the YEAH!
program.
Funding
This work was supported by a grant from the Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation as part of the Physical Activity
Research Center (PARC). The funder had no role in the
study design; in the collection, analysis, and interpretation
of data; in the writing of the report; or in the decision to
submit the article for publication.
Human Subjects
The Institutional Review Board at the Georgia Institute of
Technology approved this study, Protocol H16465.

Journal of Healthy Eating and Active Living
2021, Vol. 1, No. 2, pages 41-52

References
Andrade, E., Cubilla, I. C., Sojo-Lara, G., Cleary, S. D., Edberg, M. C., & Simmons, L. K. (2015). Where PYD meets CBPR: A
photovoice program for Latino immigrant youth. Journal of Youth Development, 10(2), 55–71.
https://doi.org/10.5195/jyd.2015.408
Arnold, M. E., Flesch, J. M., Ashton, C., Black, L., Brody, B., Hosty, M., & Northway, S. (2016). YA4-H! Youth advocates for
health: Impact of a 4-H teens-as-teachers program. Journal of Extension, 54(6).
https://www.joe.org/joe/2016december/rb5.php
Beier, S. R., Rosenfeld, W. D., Spitalny, K. C., Zansky, S. M., & Bontempo, A. N. (2000). The potential role of an adult mentor
in influencing high-risk behaviors in adolescents. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 154(4), 327–331.
https://doi.org/10.1001/archpedi.154.4.327
Berman, M., Bozsik, F., Shook, R. O., Meissen-Sebelius, E., Markenson, D., Summar, S., DeWit, E., & Carlson, J. A. (2018).
Evaluation of the Healthy Lifestyles Initiative for improving community capacity for childhood obesity prevention.
Preventing Chronic Disease, 15, Article 170306. https://doi.org/10.5888/pcd15.170306
Botchwey, N., Conway, T. L., Floyd, M., Hipp, A., Kim, A., Pollack Porter, K. M., Umstattd Meyer, M. R., Burnett, J., & Sallis,
J. F. (2020). Challenges recruiting diverse youth for physical activity research. Preventive Medicine, 131, 105888.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2019.105888
Botchwey, N., Johnson, N., O’Connell, L. K., & Kim, A. (2019). Including Youth in the Ladder of Citizen Participation. Journal
of the American Planning Association, 85(3), 255–270. https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2019.1616319
Botchwey, N., Jones-Bynes, J., O’Connell, K., Millstein, R. A., Kim, A., & Conway, T. L. (2020). Impact of a youth advocacy
policy, systems and environmental change program for physical activity on perceptions and beliefs. Preventive Medicine,
136, 106077. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2020.106077
Bozsik, F., Berman, M., Shook, R., Summar, S., DeWit, E., & Carlson, J. (2018). Implementation contextual factors related to
youth advocacy for healthy eating and active living. Translational Behavioral Medicine, 8(5), 696–705.
https://doi.org/10.1093/tbm/ibx006
Bunnell, R., O’Neil, D., Soler, R., Payne, R., Giles, W. H., Collins, J., Bauer, U., & Communities Putting Prevention to Work
Program Group. (2012). Fifty Communities Putting Prevention to Work: Accelerating chronic disease prevention
through policy, systems and environmental change. Journal of Community Health, 37(5), 1081–1090.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10900-012-9542-3
Camino, L., & Zeldin, S. (2002). From periphery to center: Pathways for youth civic engagement in the day-to-day life of
communities. Applied Developmental Science, 6(4), 213–220. https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532480XADS0604_8
Cargo, M., Grams, G. D., Ottoson, J. M., Ward, P., & Green, L. W. (2003). Empowerment as fostering positive youth
development and citizenship. American Journal of Health Behavior, 27(1), S66–S79.
Checkoway, B. (2011). What is youth participation? Children and Youth Services Review, 33(2), 340–345.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.09.017
Checkoway, B., Allison, T., & Montoya, C. (2005). Youth participation in public policy at the municipal level. Children and
Youth Services Review, 27(10), 1149–1162. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2005.01.001
Christens, B. D., & Zeldin, S. (2016). Community Engagement. In R. J. R. Levesque (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Adolescence (pp. 1–
11). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-32132-5_24-2
Clement, R., Deering, M., Mikhael, R., & Villa-Garcia, C. (2014). Youth Civic Engagement and Leadership. George Washington
University Elliott School of International Affairs. http://youthtoday.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/13/2017/11/YouthCEL_FINAL.pdf
D’Andrea, M., & Daniels, J. (1999). Youth Advocacy. In J. Lewis & L. Bradley (Eds.), Advocacy in Counseling: Counselors,
Clients, & Community (pp. 71–79). American Counseling Association. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED435911
Dombrowski, R. D., Welch, S. B., Barnett, G. M., & Cedeño, A. (2013). Model communities as a strategy for achieving policy,
systems and environmental change for obesity control and reduction. International Public Health Journal, 5(3), 225.
Evans, W. D., Ulasevich, A., & Blahut, S. (2004). Adult and group influences on participation in youth empowerment programs.
Health Education & Behavior, 31(5), 564–576.
Fialkowski, M. K., Debaryshe, B., Bersamin, A., et al., 2014. A community engagement process identifies environmental
priorities to prevent early childhood obesity: The Children’s Healthy Living (CHL) program for remote underserved
populations in the US affiliated Pacific Islands, Hawaii and Alaska. Maternal and Child Health Journal, 18(10), 2261–
2274. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-013-1353-3.

Journal of Healthy Eating and Active Living
2021, Vol. 1, No. 2, pages 41-52

Fine, M., Burns, A., Payne, Y., & Torre, M. E. (2004). Civics lessons: The color and class of betrayal. Working method:
Research and social justice, (pp. 53–76). Teachers College record 106(11):2193–2223. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.14679620.2004.00433.x
Holden, D. J., Crankshaw, E., Nimsch, C., Hinnant, L. W., & Hund, L. (2004). Quantifying the impact of participation in local
tobacco control groups on the psychological empowerment of involved youth. Health Education & Behavior, 31(5), 615–
628. https://doi.org/10.1177/1090198104268678
Hunter, A., & Milofsky, C. (2007). Pragmatic liberalism: Constructing a civil society. Springer.
Israel, B. A., Eng, E., Schulz, A. J., & Parker, E. A. (2013). Introduction to methods for CBPR for health (No. 4–42). JosseyBass.
Kim, A., Jones-Bynes, J., Botchwey, N., Conway, T. (2021.) How youth of color create communities of hope: Connecting
advocacy, activity, and neighborhood change. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health,
18(6), Article 3133.
Krauss, S. E., Collura, J., Zeldin, S., Ortega, A., Abdullah, H., & Sulaiman, A. H. (2014). Youth–adult partnership: Exploring
contributions to empowerment, agency and community connections in Malaysian youth programs. Journal of Youth and
Adolescence, 43(9), 1550–1562. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-013-0027-1
Kulbok, P. A., Rhee, H., Botchwey, N., Hinton, I., Bovbjerg, V., & Anderson, N. L. R. (2008). Factors influencing adolescents’
decision not to smoke. Public Health Nursing, 25(6), 505–515.
Linton, L. S., Edwards, C. C., Woodruff, S. I., Millstein, R. A., & Moder, C. (2014). Youth advocacy as a tool for environmental
and policy changes that support physical activity and nutrition: An evaluation study in San Diego County. Preventing
Chronic Disease, 11, E46. https://doi.org/10.5888/pcd11.130321
McPartland, J. M., & Nettles, S. M. (1991). Using community adults as advocates or mentors for at-risk middle school students:
A two-year evaluation of project RAISE. American Journal of Education, 99(4), 568–586.
Millstein, R. A., Woodruff, S. I., Linton, L. S., Edwards, C. C., & Sallis, J. F. (2016). A pilot study evaluating the effects of a
youth advocacy program on youth readiness to advocate for environment and policy changes for obesity prevention.
Translational Behavioral Medicine, 6(4), 648–658. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13142-016-0408-6
Ribisl, K. M., Steckler, A., Linnan, L., Patterson, C. C., Pevzner, E. S., Markatos, E., Goldstein, A. O., McGloin, T., & Peterson,
A. B. (2004). The North Carolina Youth Empowerment Study (NCYES): A participatory research study examining the
impact of youth empowerment for tobacco use prevention. Health Education & Behavior, 31(5), 597–614.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1090198104268550
Ross, L., & Coleman, M. (2000). Urban community action planning inspires teenagers to transform their community and their
identity. Journal of Community Practice, 7(2), 29–45.
Seif, H. (2011). “Unapologetic and unafraid”: Immigrant youth come out from the shadows. New Directions for Child and
Adolescent Development, 2011(134), 59–75. https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.311
Summerbell, C. D., Waters, E., Edmunds, L., Kelly, S. A., Brown, T., Campbell, K. J. (2005). Interventions for preventing
obesity in children. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. doi:https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.cd001871.pub2
Wallerstein, N. B., Yen, I. H., & Syme, S. L. (2011). Integration of social epidemiology and community-engaged interventions to
improve health equity. American Journal of Public Health, 101(5), 822–830. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2008.140988
Zeldin, S., Christens, B. D., & Powers, J. L. (2013). The psychology and practice of youth-adult partnership: Bridging
generations for youth development and community change. American Journal of Community Psychology, 51(3), 385–397.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-012-9558-y
Zeldin, S., Krauss, S. E., Collura, J., Lucchesi, M., & Sulaiman, A. H. (2014). Conceptualizing and measuring youth-adult
partnership in community programs: A cross national study. American Journal of Community Psychology, 54, 337–347.
Zeldin, S., Petrokubi, J., & MacNeil, C. (2008). Youth-Adult Partnerships in Decision Making: Disseminating and Implementing
an Innovative Idea into Established Organizations and Communities. American Journal of Community Psychology, 41(3),
262–277.

