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TIPS FROM COMMUNITIES TALK HOSTS
So, you have a SAMHSA Communities Talk planning stipend to organize an event or activity. Now what? 

While there are many paths you can take in putting your event together, from who to involve to what shape it 
should take, here are what a sampling of previous Communities Talk hosts have offered as guidance from their 
direct experience. 

WHO do people want to hear from?

LET YOUNG ADULTS LEAD THE WAY
When it comes to substance use prevention, no voices are more powerful than youth and young 
adults. Particularly if your event is on a college or high school campus, students are great leaders of 
prevention conversations and are more likely to pop over when they see their peers hosting and 
sharing real stories. (They will also be some of your best event promoters if you involve them early.) 

ENGAGE LOCAL LEADERS
Having the mayor or local officials attend adds weight to what you are doing, especially if it’s the first 
time out of the gate for you. Invite them to not only attend but also speak and share their context 
for substance use in your community. Provide them with talking points to encourage participation and 
make it an easy lift for them.

KEEP IT COLLABORATIVE 
In the prevention community, there is no shortage of people with fantastic experience ready to be a 
sounding board. Read the Communities Talk Prevention Stories to get ideas on how to frame your 
event or even “find” people you could engage. Don’t be afraid to connect with organizations to 
swap ideas.  

WHAT are the keys to a successful event?

USE STORYTELLING TO SPARK ACTION
Whether you’re organizing your talking points or materials, remember that human stories 
are what move people, so don’t get too bogged down in the numbers. And while there is 
more we all can do to advance prevention, focus on the positive news whenever possible.
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KEEP YOUR CONTENT SHORT, VISUAL, AND ON POINT
Most people won’t read long paragraphs or stick around for 
lectures. Use graphics, images, and short-form content to 
draw people into your activity, whether in a handout or on a 
screen behind an event speaker.

CUSTOMIZE AND CO-BRAND YOUR MATERIALS
It’s important for your event to be tied to SAMHSA for credibility but be sure to customize 
tools like flyers with your own information — whether that’s a logo or just the logistics 
about your specific activity. A pull-up banner, signage, and other “event” materials also 
provide great visibility if your activity is being held in large, public spaces. 

HOW can I get my event off the ground?

START WITH WHAT YOU KNOW
Events don’t have to be massive or attract hundreds. Try low-stakes outreach first, like a 
booth at a street fair, and build momentum based on that experience.

PROMOTE USING SOCIAL MEDIA
Events can be hard to recruit for. If your community is mostly “listening” to prevention 
messages on social media, then make that your primary outreach to let them know about 
what you are doing. Develop creative graphics and messages and post often so potential 
audiences don’t lose track of you.

MAKE IT EASY TO SHOW UP
If your activity is on a school campus, hosting events during lunch or as part of existing 
school activities helps reach more students without adding transportation barriers. You 
want to make it as easy as possible for people to show up and engage.

DON’T BE AFRAID TO USE AI
Sometimes planning and promotion of events can feel overwhelming, especially if that’s 
not your wheelhouse. Use AI tools to help you generate ideas, develop a workplan and 
streamline tasks. Remember to use a closed AI system if you want to prompt the tool with 
any confidential information about your event or organization.
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