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High-quality data are essential for understanding community needs, 

identifying trends, and setting informed priorities. In substance use 

prevention, such data ensure that strategies are grounded in real-world 

conditions and that they can be effectively monitored over time. 

One of the most effective tools for gathering data on the behaviors, 

attitudes, and factors associated with substance use is the youth survey. 

Youth surveys are structured questionnaires that are typically administered 

to middle and high school students. These range from national studies (e.g., 

Monitoring the Future) to state (e.g., Youth Risk Behavior Survey) and locally 

administered surveys, providing communities, schools, and policymakers 

with the insights needed to support youth health and well-being. 

The success of youth survey efforts depends on strong collaboration among students, teachers, 

school administrators, parents, and local community partners. Generating buy-in and 

encouraging broad participation are essential for ensuring that the data collected through these 

surveys accurately reflect the lived experiences of local youth. 

This brief presents strategies prevention providers can use to generate support for youth survey 

administration among four groups of community members: students, teachers and school 

administrators; parents and caregivers, and community partners.  

WHY ARE YOUTH SURVEYS BENEFICIAL? 

By capturing the voices and lived experiences of young people, youth surveys generate the data 

preventionists need to align prevention strategies with local realities, track emerging issues, and 

evaluate program effectiveness. Specifically, youth survey data provide insight into: 
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• Risk and protective factors: These data describe the specific factors that increase 

or reduce the likelihood of youth substance use. 

• Consumption and prevalence: These data describe what substances different 

groups of youth are using, how often, and under what circumstances (e.g., alone, 

at school). 

• Consequences: These data describe the short- and long-term effects of youth 

substance use on individuals and communities. Consequences may include 

impacts on health (e.g., injury, increased depression), academic success (e.g., 

lower grades, school absences, dropout rates), and behavior (e.g., increased 

aggression, conduct problems, endangering themselves and others). 

Youth survey data inform prevention planning by highlighting usage patterns, identifying new 

areas of concern, and measuring change over time. They help communities allocate resources 

effectively and tailor interventions to the specific needs of their youth populations. 

WHY IS HIGH SURVEY PARTICIPATION IMPORTANT? 

High-quality data require not just the administration of surveys, but also high levels of youth 

participation. High response rates are crucial for ensuring that the data collected accurately 

reflect the broader student population. Low response rates can lead to: 

• The needs of some youth being unrecognized or unaddressed. 

• Skewed results that inaccurately represent real changes in behavior. 

• Data being "suppressed" (that is, not reported) to maintain the anonymity of a 

small number of respondents. 

INCREASING SUPPORT AMONG STUDENTS 

Students are not just survey respondents—they are also central to the success of data-driven 

prevention efforts. Helping students understand the purpose of a survey, how their data will be 

used, and the significance of their responses empowers them to take ownership of their 

participation. When students know that their voices matter, they are more likely to engage 

thoughtfully and respond honestly. 

To help students understand their role in youth surveys, it is important to clearly communicate 

the following: 
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• The survey is designed for them. Emphasize that the purpose of the survey is to 

better understand their experiences, strengths, challenges, and needs. Frame it as 

a tool to help schools and communities develop more responsive programs, 

resources, and supports based on what students are facing. 

• Their responses are anonymous. Anonymity is essential for students to feel safe 

and honest in their responses. Reassure them that no one, including teachers, 

parents, school staff, or peers, will be able to link their answers to them 

personally. Share the specific steps being taken to protect their privacy during 

administration, such as adequate spacing between desks, restrictions on 

movement during the survey, secure handling of completed forms, and removal 

of identifying information from digital submissions. 

• Their participation is always voluntary. Be clear about how participation works, 

including any parent notification or consent procedures. Students should 

understand that they may choose whether to participate and whether they may 

skip questions or stop at any time. 

• Their input can lead to real change. Provide concrete examples of improvements 

that have resulted from past surveys, such as new mental health services, anti-

bullying initiatives, and revised school policies. When students see that their 

participation has led to meaningful outcomes, they are more likely to trust the 

process and engage sincerely. 

INCREASING SUPPORT AMONG TEACHERS AND SCHOOL 

ADMINISTRATORS 

While students provide the insights preventionists need to do their work, school administrators 

and teachers are the gatekeepers to these insights. Broad school participation and smooth 

survey administration depends on the support of faculty and staff. To garner this support, 

educators must understand the value of youth surveys in relation to their own work. They must 

also be assured that survey administration won’t be a burden.  

Educators who see the relevance of the data and are included in planning processes are more 

likely to support survey efforts and use data to inform their lessons and decision-making.  

The following messages can help demonstrate the value of youth surveys to educators and 

communicate that their roles, concerns, and contributions are recognized:  
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• Survey results matter to your work. Help school leaders and staff see the direct 

benefits of survey data. Create opportunities to discuss how they might use 

survey data to inform their work—for example, to strengthen school 

improvement plans, support grant applications, guide the implementation of 

student wellness programs, and shape policies related to school climate, safety, 

and academic performance. Highlight results that are likely to resonate, such as 

data related to bullying, mental health, and student engagement. 

• Survey administration won’t be a burden. Provide clear instructions prior to 

survey administration and real-time support before and during administration. 

Make sure teachers have all necessary materials in advance, including survey 

packets, scripts, answer sheets, and any technology instructions. Designate a 

point person that staff can go to with questions. These actions help to reduce 

stress among faculty and ensure smooth administration. 

• The data belong to the school community. Share results in formats that will be 

readily understood by people who may not be well-versed in data interpretation. 

Invite staff to help interpret and apply the findings. Leave it to the school districts 

to decide if and how to share their school-level data. 

See Appendix A: Responses to Common Concerns for additional strategies for working with school 

administrators and teachers.  

INCREASING SUPPORT AMONG PARENTS AND CAREGIVERS 

Parents and caregivers have both the right and responsibility to decide whether their children 

participate in surveys. Understandably, they may have questions or concerns about the survey’s 

purpose, the topics it addresses, and how the data will be used. Take time to listen respectfully, 

provide clear and accurate information, affirm their rights, and emphasize the value of youth 

survey data in shaping the services and supports available to their children.  

The following assurances can help foster trust among parents and caregivers and encourage 

support for student participation: 

• Their concerns are valid and have been considered. Reassure parents and 

caregivers that the survey is a standard, research-based tool used to support 

student health and well-being. Provide accurate and accessible information (e.g., 

fact sheet, parent letter) that explains the survey’s purpose, topics covered, and 

the administration process. Address common misconceptions—especially those 
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related to sensitive areas such as mental health and substance use—using a clear, 

calm, and non-alarming tone. 

• They have a clear choice about their child’s participation. Consent requirements 

vary by state, district, and survey type. Some surveys require active parental 

consent (opt-in), while others use a passive consent process (opt-out). Even when 

parents provide consent, students may still choose whether to participate. 

Additional requirements, such as school district policies or institutional review 

board approval, may also apply. Become familiar with the applicable 

requirements in your context before survey administration begins, and 

communicate the process clearly to parents and caregivers. While emphasizing 

the value of participation, explain how parental consent works and what choices 

both families and students have regarding participation. Assure families that no 

identifiable information will be collected and that results will be reported in 

aggregate. 

• The data will benefit both their children and the broader community. Once 

results are available, share them (with approval from the district) in ways that are 

parent- and caregiver-friendly, such as in newsletter articles, at community 

meeting presentations, and visually compelling fact sheets. Highlight findings that 

matter to families, such as trends in mental health, school climate, or substance 

use. Invite parents and caregivers to participate in follow-up discussions, planning 

committees, and initiatives that address the needs identified through the survey. 

See Appendix A: Responses to Common Concerns for additional strategies for working with 

parents and caregivers.  

INCREASING SUPPORT AMONG COMMUNITY PARTNERS 

Community partners play a vital role in sustaining and promoting youth health surveys. As 

trusted local champions, they can help maintain continuity during periods of high school staff 

turnover, and serve as consistent advocates for data collection and use. Their involvement can 

help to ensure that local data continues to guide prevention strategies and improve community 

health outcomes. Some examples of community partners whose support is important include 

nonprofit organizations, local health departments, youth-serving coalitions, state and local data 

workgroups, advocacy groups, and researchers.  

The following messages can help build support for youth survey administration among 

community partners: 
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• We share common goals. Describe how youth survey data supports the missions 

of both schools and community organizations alike. Explain how they might use 

survey data to determine priorities, establish programs, develop policies, and 

advocate for resources. Help them see how survey data can empower 

communities to act regarding youth health behaviors and protective factors. 

• Your support is critical because you are a trusted member of the community. 

Because community partners operate outside the school system, they bring 

additional credibility and reach. They can advocate for the importance of survey 

data in supporting prevention efforts, securing grant funding, and informing 

policy. Provide them with talking points, outreach materials, frequently asked 

questions, and data summaries to help them communicate these messages to 

school leaders, parent groups, and other local organizations. 

• You can help us reach members of the community who are often 

unrepresented. Community partners can help you reach population groups that 

may not be actively involved in school programs or that don’t understand the 

value of school surveys. They can help you understand and address community 

concerns that may prevent parents or caregivers from providing their consent.  

• You can help us put the data into action. Partners can play a key role in data 

dissemination. They can share survey findings through their newsletters, 

websites, forums, and local events. Their relationships and expertise also position 

them to translate the data into actionable insights for various audiences, including 

parents and caregivers, school boards, and municipal leaders. 

CONCLUSION 

Youth surveys are a vital tool for understanding the experiences, strengths, challenges, and 

needs of young people. They help communities allocate resources effectively and design 

interventions that reflect local realities. Increasing participation in youth surveys, and ensuring 

the quality of the data collected, requires thoughtful, inclusive engagement with students, 

parents and caregivers, school staff, and community partners. Clear communication and 

meaningful support for each group are essential to building trust and advancing data-driven 

prevention efforts.  
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APPENDIX A: RESPONSES TO COMMON CONCERNS 

Concern 
Approaches for Working 
with School Administrators 
and Teachers 

Approaches for Working 
with Parents and Caregivers 

Concern that asking 

youth about risky 

behaviors will prompt 

these behaviors   

Adolescent behaviors are complex and influenced by many different factors 

operating at multiple levels: Individual, relationship, community, and societal.  

There is no evidence that participating in a survey causes students to engage in 

risky behaviors. 

Sensitive or private 

information won’t be 

protected 

The goal of these surveys is to 

understand general trends and needs 

across the student population. This 

helps schools make informed 

decisions and allocate resources 

where they’re most needed. 

Data privacy protocols protect 

student privacy by allowing only 

anonymous participation. (*Make 

protocols available for review.) 

Your child’s identity is never linked to 

their survey responses. 

Survey coordinators and school staff 

have received training and instruction 

to ensure that privacy protocols will be 

strictly followed. 

*If applicable in your case: 

A committee responsible for ethical 

data collection (an Institutional Review 

Board) will ensure that procedures are 

in place to protect participant privacy. 

Questions are perceived 

to be invasive and/or 

inappropriate 

All questions have been carefully reviewed to ensure they are age-appropriate 

and aligned with federal and state guidance. We understand that some 

questions may feel sensitive. Students are never required to answer any 

question and can stop at any time.  

A list of resources is available for students who have a question or concern and 

want to talk to someone. (Consider creating and distributing a resource list 

specific to your school and community.) 

Belief that schools 

should not have a role in 

suicide prevention, 

mental health 

promotion, and social-

emotional learning 

Schools play a critical role in 

supporting students’ well-being. 

Proactively addressing mental health, 

emotional regulation, and access to 

accurate health information supports 

academic success and safety. 

We value your role in guiding your child 

and want to partner with you. What 

goes on in the classroom is meant to 

complement—not replace—your 

guidance by providing accurate, age-

appropriate health and safety 

information that supports student well-

being. 
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Mistrust about how data 

will be used 

 

School-level data and school 

identifiers will not appear in any 

publicly shared datasets.  

(Consider creating a data use 

agreement between the school and 

survey partners outlining access and 

use.) 

Survey results will be disseminated in 

the following ways: 

• Summary reports for school 

leadership and staff  

• Presentations at parent/caregiver 

nights or PTA meetings  

• District-level briefs highlighting 

trends and areas of need 

(These are just examples. Develop a 

clear plan that includes when findings 

will be available and describes how 

findings will be disseminated.) 

Students and staff are 

being asked to complete 

too many surveys, 

leading to fatigue, lost 

instructional time, and 

uncertainty about how 

the results are used. 

Your concerns are valid. There are a 

lot of surveys being conducted 

currently.  

This survey was selected because it 

offers: 

• Validated and reliable questions 

• A strong track record of informing 

policy and practice 

• Comparability with state and 

national datasets  

(These are just examples. List the 

strengths of your specific survey and 

how it differs from others. Make 

recommendations for consolidation 

and prioritization of the most effective 

surveys for data comparison over 

time.) 

Your concerns are valid. There are a lot 

of surveys being conducted currently. 

This survey was chosen because... 

(Explain the rationale behind the survey 

you are administering). 

Youth survey data results support 

resources and funding for the students 

in this school district. 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

Great Lakes Prevention Technology Transfer Center. (2025). Reviving Youth Survey 

Participation: Strategies for Boosting Response Rates. https://pttcnetwork.org/ 

products_and_resources/reviving-youth-survey-participation-strategies-for-boosting-response-

rates/   

Provides practical, evidence-informed strategies to increase participation in youth surveys. 

Includes tips on framing communications, reducing barriers to access, and engaging key 

partners. 

Raspberry, C. N., Rose, I., Kroupa, E., Hebert, A., Geller, A., Morris, E., and Lesesne, C. A. 

(2018). “Overcoming Challenges in School-Wide Survey Administration” Health Promotion 

Practices Journal. https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7927364/pdf/nihms-1673023.pdf    

Explores common logistical and ethical challenges in administering school-based surveys, and 

strategies to overcome them. Valuable for practitioners managing survey logistics or 

troubleshooting participation issues. 

University of Michigan. Institute for Social Research. (2025). Monitoring the Future. 

https://nida.nih.gov/research-topics/trends-statistics/monitoring-future  

Measures drug and alcohol use and related attitudes among adolescent students nationwide. A 

nationally representative sample of survey participants report their drug use behaviors across 

three time periods: lifetime, past year, and past month.  

Wisconsin Department of Health Services. (2022). Your Leadership Needed: Youth Risk 

Behavior Survey. https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIDHS/bulletins/33e40f1   

Call to action for school and community leaders to support the YRBSS. Highlights the role of 

leadership in enabling successful survey implementation and using data to support youth health 

initiatives. 
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