


Before you fl ing open the doors, it’s important to know what young adult engagement means 

and the variety of formats that can take. Here’s a cliff  notes on levels of engagement and quick 

do’s and don’ts for including young adults.

Do’s and Don’ts: These quick tips were developed by young adults with experience in youth 

serving systems and/or behavioral health challenges. They want to be a partner. Here’s how 

you can help.

Hart’s Ladder: (on the reverse side) Roger Hart, a sociologist for UNICEF, developed a ladder 

of young adult engagement to guide how young adults can be involved. The Ladder illustrates 

diff erent levels of engagement. 

Th is fact was developed under grant number 5U79SM061741 from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA), U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) via the Nebraska Department of 
Health and Human Services, Division of Behavioral Health.  Th e views, policies, and opinions expressed are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily refl ect those of SAMHSA or HHS. 

Your group wants to invite young adults into your eff ort. 

Fantastic! But…what does that mean? 

DO DON’T
• Allow young adults to defi ne themselves

and their cultures.

• Ensure young adults have access to 
information and trainings.

• Ask young adults what they need and 
their priorities.

• Let young adults make the decisions 
with the same power as the 
professionals involved

• Be respectful.

• Be fl exible---fi nd or develop unique ways 
for young adults to be involved.

• Include more than one young adult.

• Have diverse representation.

• Foster clear and transparent communicate.

• Create an environment where it’s safe to 
ask questions by setting a level playing 
fi eld for people to ask questions.

• Provide a clear introduction to and exit 
from the group.

• Continue providing support and coaching/
training to increase young adults’ ability 
to be involved.

• Provide on-going opportunities for young 
people to be involved.

• Help young adults identify key messages
they want to share.

• Make youth feel welcomed by engaging 
them when they walk in.

• Make space for young adults in leadership 
positions. Provide opportunities for young 
adults to mentor new members.

• Watch for sparks and strengths. Then, 
build them!

• Engage directly in discussion.  Talk with the 
youth or family member not AROUND them.

• Be honest and upfront about information. 

• Make assumptions or judge the young adults.

• Assume young adults understand.

• Accept that they can’t understand or the topics, plans, etc. are too hard, complex, etc.

• Tell young adults what they need or what’s important to them.

• Make decisions for the young adults.

• Fit young adults and young adults into projects or partnerships because it is convenient.

• Use acronyms and system-specifi c language without explanation.

• Be afraid to disagree or present the challenges with ideas.

• Assume they can’t “handle” the information. It’s their life. Be honest about system barriers.
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