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Talking Points for SAMHSA's
Communities Talk Initiative

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE

Communities Talk is a grant initiative managed by the Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), an agency within the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services that leads public health efforts
to advance the behavioral health of the nation.

Each year, community-based organizations of all kinds—including local
chapters of national organizations, community and youth-led coalitions,
colleges, and universities nationwide—hold creative events and activities
that mobilize their communities to both learn about substance use and
misuse and put prevention strategies in place.

Since its launch in 2006, Communities Talk has supported thousands of local
events across the country to prevent underage and high-risk substance use
and misuse.

Annually SAMHSA distributes a limited number of $750 planning stipends
to help community-based organizations host their events and activities.

Communities Talk is the only SAMHSA initiative focused on young adults
ages 12 to 25—a time when substance initiation begins or becomes a
problem.

Communities Talk aims to mobilize communities to both learn about
substance use and put prevention strategies in place through event/activity
planning stipends.

The core goals of Communities Talk are to:
» Raise awareness of the risks involved with substance use and misuse.
» Mobilize community action around prevention.
» Promote evidence-based prevention strategies.
» Empower youth and families to participate in solutions.

Events are hyper-local and community-driven, meaning local voices shape
local responses.

PUBLIC HEALTH IMPORTANCE

Alcohol remains the most widely used substance among youth in the
United States. And there are consequences: Early use of alcohol or drugs is
associated with:

» a greater likelihood of addiction
» mental health issues, and

» academic failure.

These are not just individual choices—they are public health issues with
long-term consequences for families, schools, and entire communities.
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The Role of Communities

® Research shows that community environments—schools, faith-based
organizations, local governments, families—play a critical role in
prevention.

e Research shows that parents and caregivers are the No. 1 influence on a
young person’s decision to avoid alcohol and drugs.

e Communities Talk helps these groups convene, coordinate, and
communicate about what’s happening locally and what strategies are
effective.

® A Communities Talk activity should be part of a community’s overall
substance use and misuse prevention strategy.

e Communities Talk participants hold events and activities to:
» Educate your community about substance use and misuse.

» Learn from youth what their experiences are and what they feel will
be effective to prevent substance use.

» Bring prevention partners together to discuss problems in their
communities and identify both short- and long-term solutions.

» Explore how to put prevention strategies in place.

EXAMPLES OF COMMUNITY IMPACT

e Annually, nearly every state features at least one organization that receives
a planning stipend and hosts a prevention activity. Since 2006, SAMHSA has
provided stipends to organizations in all 50 states, Guam, Puerto Rico and
the U.S. Virgin Islands.

e |n Colorado, a Communities Talk event brought together youth leaders,
school staff, and police to develop a peer mentorship program that cut
suspension rates in half.

e Acoalition in Alabama used their event to launch a parent education
campaign that reached over 3,000 households with tips on locking up
prescription drugs.

e Influence the Choice in Issaquah, Washington, focused on identifying both
risk and protective factors related to substance use. Their Communities Talk
activity included an interactive exhibit featuring a mock-up of a teen’s room
and the potential hiding spots within it for substances.

e Neighborhoods Against Substance Abuse in Greenfield, Indiana, works to
decrease vaping and underage drinking in their community. Their recent
Communities Talk event brought together local leaders, including law
enforcement and health care professionals.
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e The Keck Graduate Institute in Claremont, California, hosted a Communities
Talk event that highlighted key initiatives including overdose education, free
naloxone distribution, and discussions on healthy lifestyle choices,
complemented by interactive booths offering prizes, games, and
refreshments.

e These are not isolated stories—they represent the kind of sustainable,
community-based prevention that Communities Talk makes possible.

e The Communities Talk initiative invites schools, nonprofits, law
enforcement, tribal organizations, and youth-serving groups to collaborate.

e Local leaders can use Communities Talk to build partnerships, secure
funding, and develop long-term prevention strategies.

Call to Action
e Whether you’re a teacher, coach, parent, or policymaker—you have a role
to play in prevention.
e Visit samhsa.gov/communities-talk to learn how to host an event or

activity, access planning materials, and apply for support.

® Prevention is most powerful when it starts early, is rooted in local realities,
and includes everyone. Communities Talk is your invitation to be part of
the solution.
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