
ALL ABOUT 
YOUTH ADVISORY COMMITTEES

What is a Youth Advisory Committee (YAC)?
A Youth Advisory Committee (YAC) is a group of young people that 
provides meaningful input into the decision-making process of youth-
serving organizations.1 A YAC gives young people the opportunity 
to express their views and have their voices heard on topics that are 
important to them.2,3,4

Why should you have a YAC?
Creating a YAC is an excellent way of promoting and practicing high 
quality youth engagement. There is overwhelming evidence that 
suggests the importance of meaningfully engaging young people, 
and thus developing a YAC has become an essential part of the YWHO 
Integrated Youth Services (IYS) model. Establishing a YAC can serve two 
purposes:

1. It is a catalyst for ensuring that young people are meaning-
fully engaged as co-developers in the planning, execution, 
and evaluation of all tasks related to YHWO Integrated Youth 
Services. 

2. It serves as an opportunity for young people to build their 
personal advocacy and leadership abilities within a youth en-
gagement framework that supports positive development and 
helps with their personal goals.

While there’s no checklist or one-size-fits-all approach for stablishing 
and sustaining a YAC, this document will provide you with tips and 
recommendations to help you along the way. Evidence comes from 
literature and from lived-experiences of young people that have been 
involved with YACs. Let’s get started! 



HOW TO CREATE A YAC

1 Get buy-in
Creating a YAC and ultimately strengthening youth engagement in your site 
requires site-wide buy-in from all staff and leadership including the senior 
management team and board of directors. It is important for all parties 
involved with the YAC to be fully supportive. Furthermore, all parties should 
strive to understand the importance of high quality youth engagement, make a 
commitment to implement it, and dedicate the appropriate resources required 
to support it.5 

2 Identify resources 
Start thinking about how your site and those receiving your services, for 
example youth, service agencies, and other stakeholders, will benefit from 
having a YAC. Building local site readiness and cultivating deep relationships 
with youth require at minimum: staff time, a safe space and place to gather, 
incentives for engagement, and honorarium.5,6 

Ensure that your local site has the capacity to provide structured opportunities 
that support youth development and leadership, not merely participation.6

3 Develop learning opportunities
As you get ready to strengthen youth engagement capacity, you will want to 
ensure that staff and youth understand the principles and philosophy of youth 
engagement. Additionally, ensure that they have opportunities to increase 
their knowledge and skills, and that they feel encouraged to do so.5 

4 Set realistic expectations
In order to set realistic expectations, it is important to understand your 
staff’s current capacity and set parameters around the YAC. Ensure clear 
communication on what staff are being asked to do, why youth are being 
engaged, what roles will youth and staff play, what the purpose and goals of 
the YAC are, which aspects of the initiative can youth and staff influence, and 
how youth be compensated.5 

5 Evaluate progress
Ongoing evaluation of YAC activities and progress is a key ingredient to its 
overall success. It’s a way for people to learn and for the committee to flourish.9 

Throughout the year, youth should be engaged in informal and formal 
evaluation methods to reflect on their experiences. Current YAC members 
can evaluate progress through a questionnaire or through hosting a special 
meeting. They can acknowledge their achievements and make suggestions for 
improvements.6

7 STEPS TO LAUNCHING A SUCCESSFUL YAC
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6 Recruit members
Adolescence is by nature a time of 
transition, thus sites need to engage in 
ongoing recruitment and succession 
planning. This is to ensure that when 
youth move onto their next challenge, 
the youth voice isn’t lost within the IYS 
site.  Your team should focus on building 
on existing networks as well as recruiting 
young people with youth partners.5 

7 Create safer spaces 
A welcoming environment provides physical and psychological safety. In terms of safety, it is important 
to distinguish between a place and a space.  While the place provides a physical location, the space is 
created by those who interact in it. A safer space supports behaviors and interactions that are open and 
accepting, where people can express themselves freely and authentically, and where they can contribute 
actively without fear of being judged. Creating a safer space requires a collaborative approach between 
youth and adults.5 Here are some tips for creating safer spaces:
 

• Identify core values to be upheld in the space- Identify values collaboratively to help youth 
understand what really matters to participants and how individuals in a group are looking to 
interact with each other.5 

• Set group norms and expectations-group norms help to ensure positive interactions between 
group members.5 

• Implement a conflict resolution process- outline steps for handling a conflict or filing a formal 
complaint. Creating this process with youth and ensuring that they fully understand their rights 
and responsibilities promotes safety and accountability.5  

• Adopt a trauma informed lens- learn and understand the widespread impact of trauma, 
recognize the signs and symptoms of trauma, and actively seek ways to avoid re-traumatization 
by embedding key trauma principles within the site culture.8

• Offer support- support should be available on-site if possible, or on-call at all time. Ensure staff 
or adult allies supporting youth are offered basic mental health awareness training.5 

Successful recruitment entails the following: 

1. Promoting diversity and inclusivity:  A YAC is meant 
to be representative of the community it serves in 
terms of ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status. 
It should include representatives form marginalized 
groups of youth.1,7

2. Considering all barriers: Consider reasons that may 
prevent someone from getting involved. Possible 
barriers include but are not limited to language, 
geography, other commitments, stigma, etc. Think 
about how you can address these barriers to ensure 
equal opportunities for all youth.5 

3. Developing a communication plan: Communication strategies are key for reaching out to different 
populations, for building buy-in, and for providing youth with information and support they need to 
engage meaningfully.5 

4. Planning for sustainability: Developing a succession plan with youth is a proactive way to help them 
identify their goals and aspirations, as well as to provide them with opportunities to grow. Building 
the skills and knowledge of young people requires an investment from the IYS site and will not only 
prepare them for new levels of involvement in your IYS site, but will provide them with life skills that 
will enhance their ability to actively contribute to the community over time.5

3



REFERENCES

Youth Power (n.d.). Starting a Youth Advisory Council. Stage 1: Planning and Recruitment. , 1-7 Re-
trieved from https://youthpowerny.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Starting-a-Youth-Advisory-Coun-
cil-stage-1.pdf

Drph,C. C. W., & Wang,C. C. (2017). Youth Participation in Photovoice as a Strategy for Community Change 
Youth Participation in Photovoice as a Strategy for Community Change. 5422(May), 89-106 https://doi.
org/10.1300/J125v14n01

Bessant,J. (2004). Mixed messages: Youth participation and democratic practice. Australian Journal of 
Political Science, 39(2), 387-404 https://doi.org/10.1080/1036114042000238573

Adsett,M. (2003). Change in political era and demographic weight as explanations of youth “Disenfran-
chisement” in federal elections in Canada, 1965-2000. Journal of Youth Studies, 6(3), 247-264 https://doi.
org/10.1080/1367626032000138246

Walking the talk: A toolkit for engaging youth in mental health. (2016). Retrieved from http://www.ye-
toolkit.ca/content/recruit-young-people

GenerationOn (2012).Game Changers: Establishing a Youth Advisory Council toolkit Retrieved from 
https://www.youthpower.org/sites/default/files/YouthPower/resources/game_changers_yac_toolkit.pdf.

O’Connor,C. D. (2013). Engaging young people? The experiences, challenges, and successes of Canadian 
Youth Advisory Councils. Sociological Studies of Children and Youth, 16, 73-96 https://doi.org/10.1108/
S1537-4661(2013)0000016008

Huang,L., Flatow,R., Biggs,T., et al. (2014). SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-In-
formed Approach. HHS Publication, 14-4884(July), 1-27 Retrieved from https://www.nasmhpd.org/sites/
default/files/SAMHSA_Concept_of_Trauma_and_Guidance.pdf

The Ontario Rural Council (2008). Create a youth council in your community…in 10 easy steps! , 1-40 Re-
trieved from http://www.ruralontarioinstitute.ca/file.aspx?id=061706a3-2f32-4d2b-a38a-a5cf2c24c9ec


