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Abstract

To review and analyse how youth involvement was con-

ceptualised and applied in published alcohol and drug pre-

ventive interventions. A systematic review of the scientific

literature on alcohol and drug prevention where young peo-

ple (18–29 years old) participated at any stage of the inter-

vention was conducted. We searched relevant bibliographic

databases and online repositories for peer-reviewed studies

published between 2001 and 2021. Twenty-seven articles

reporting on studies in different countries and settings and

using a variety of intervention strategies were eligible for

inclusion. The analysis of the stages of youth involvement

and the dimension of power sharing in decision-making

showed that only a minority of studies could be considered

genuinely youth-led whereas many involved young people

merely as implementers of highly controlled research-led

interventions. However, the few studies that promoted

sustained youth involvement struggled with translating

results into rigorously evaluated interventions, thus demon-

strating a tension between adoption of effective interven-

tions and support to genuinely participatory processes.

Knowledge gaps and implications for practice and research

are discussed from a participatory research perspective.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

According to a largely dominant problem-focused perspective in public health, individuals—and young people in

particular—tend to be either regarded as essentially passive and in need of protection or stigmatised for their (un)

healthy behaviours (Hunt & Evans, 2008; Murray, 2014). Alcohol and drug use are a good example of this. Studies

have shown that young adults go through a critical developmental phase where alcohol and other drug use tend to

peak because many experiment with drugs and alcohol for the first time at this age (Arnett, 2005; Patrick, Terry-

McElrath, Kloska, & Schulenberg, 2016). This is indeed a key public health issue as such behaviour exposes young

people to a number of psychological, social and health risks (EMCDDA, 2011; Sørensen et al., 2021; Whiteford

et al., 2013).

The greatest limitation of the problem-focused approach is that it tends to disregard young people as legitimate

stakeholders who can meaningfully contribute to addressing health issues. As a consequence, young people are typi-

cally not partners in prevention initiatives but ‘are rather considered passive recipients of interventions’ (Bulmer

et al., 2016, p. 234). In reality, however, promoting health requires community action in setting priorities, making

decisions, planning and implementing effective strategies to achieve better health outcomes (World Health

Organisation, 1986). At the core of this process is the empowerment of individuals and communities resulting from

‘greater participation in decision making which affects their lives and access to their fundamental rights’ (European

Commission, 2010, p. 1).

Although alcohol and drug prevention is an important area of research and practice that could benefit from

greater youth participation, a thorough examination of young adults' involvement in this field is still lacking. The pre-

sent study addresses this gap by systematically reviewing the scientific literature on alcohol and drug preventive

interventions where young people have been involved. Results will provide researchers and stakeholders in this field

with methodological guidance and practical examples on how to conduct participatory health interventions with

young adults.

1.1 | Participatory approaches in prevention

Over the past years a ‘participatory’ paradigm has received increasing recognition as an effective approach for ana-

lysing and addressing complex health and social problems (Palmer et al., 2019). This brought forward an increasing

interest in methods for stakeholder co-production, citizen engagement and public participation to involve people

with relevant lived experience in designing healthcare improvements and public health interventions (Hawkins

et al., 2017; INVOLVE, 2012). Participation, however, has become a buzzword applied to a broad range of engage-

ment processes, from mere consultation to involvement and leadership over time to address social inequalities,

research health issues, and plan and evaluate health programmes (Ballonoff Suleiman, Soleimanpour, &

London, 2006; Lai, 2008; Ozer, Afifi, Gibbs, & Mathur, 2018; Williams et al., 2020). Overall, calls for youth participa-

tion in public health reflect ‘rights-based’ or ‘empirical’ rationales. The former considers participation as necessary
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to embody the democratic principles of equity and social inclusion, the latter stresses the idea that research and

interventions resulting from participatory processes will be more effective, better contextualised and culturally

appropriate (Ozer et al., 2018).

In methodological terms, participation refers to a number of approaches (Cook, Boote, Buckley, Vougioukalou, &

Wright, 2017), such as Participatory Action Research (PAR), Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR), and

Participatory Health Research (PHR) and Youth-led Participatory Action Research (YPAR). These approaches have

some key principles in common, including close and more equal collaboration between researchers and stakeholders

as well as the people affected by the studied issues who act as co-researchers. Community members and young peo-

ple are expected to become empowered, understand the determinants of good and poor health, and create change

around the health issues they care about (Ballard & Syme, 2016; Ozer & Douglas, 2013). Recent reviews found evi-

dence that participation of adolescents in YPAR is indeed associated with increases in sense of agency and leader-

ship, social and interpersonal skills, critical thinking, and sense of community (Anyon, Bender, Kennedy, &

Dechants, 2018; Shamrova & Cummings, 2017).

The overwhelming majority of published youth-led alcohol and substance preventive interventions involved

school-aged adolescents (Ballonoff Suleiman et al., 2006; Gibbs, Kornbluh, Marinkovic, Bell, & Ozer, 2020; Gobat

et al., 2021; Salerno Valdez et al., 2020; Sprague Martinez, Richards-Schuster, Teixeira, & Augsberger, 2018), while

much less attention was devoted to young adults (Jacquez, Vaughn, & Wagner, 2013). This is unfortunate for at least

two reasons. First, young adults differ from adolescents in many ways. For example, they generally demonstrate a

relatively greater cognitive maturity, increased independence, autonomy, mobility and more developed identity

achieved as they approach full adulthood (Arnett, 2014; Ballonoff Suleiman, Ballard, Hoyt, & Ozer, 2019). In practical

terms, this means that young adults can conduct their work in collaborative processes more independently and have

greater potential for generating significant impact. Second, family and school give way to other settings that are

important to young people: academic, work, sport and leisure settings can contribute to shaping their behaviours.

Therefore, higher education institutions, nightlife settings and youth organisations (i.e., youth associations, clubs and

councils as well as student unions), can offer new opportunities for prevention (Aresi & Pedersen, 2016; Košir &

Tali�c, 2015; Layland, Calhoun, Russell, & Maggs, 2019). For these reasons, prevention strategies that proved feasible

and effective for adolescents may not be directly applicable to young adults.

The large amount of research on alcohol and drug preventive interventions targeting young adults across set-

tings is predominantly characterised by a research-led approach (Cronce & Larimer, 2011; Davis, Smith, &

Briley, 2017; O'Connor et al., 2020; Tanner-Smith & Lipsey, 2015). Thus, there is a need for a comprehensive exami-

nation of participatory interventions to better inform the work of health researchers and practitioners, policymakers,

and youth organisations active in this field. This will ultimately foster young people's greater involvement in

prevention.

2 | AIM

The aim of this review is to identify and analyse, from a participatory framework perspective, how youth participa-

tion is conceptualised and applied in published alcohol and drug preventive interventions.

3 | METHODS

We conducted a systematic review of the scientific literature on alcohol and drug prevention published between

2001 and 2021. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) methodology

(Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2009) was adopted. Prevention is generally understood as ‘any activity that is

aimed at preventing, delaying, or reducing alcohol/drug use, and/or its negative consequences’ (EMCDDA, 2011, p. 251).
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The term ‘intervention’ refers to any programme, policy and practice aimed at improving health and well-being or at

reducing harm (Gottfredson et al., 2015). Interventions that did not fall into the Institute of Medicine classification

for prevention into ‘universal’, ‘selective’ and ‘indicated’ were excluded (e.g., treatment programmes; Institute of

Medicine, 1994). We included studies where people aged 18–29 were involved. We used the term ‘young adults’
because it is widely used in Europe and by European Union institutions (e.g., Eurostat), albeit with a slightly different

age-range (16–29 years). Eighteen was chosen because it is the age people become formally adult in most European

countries. We adopted a flexible definition of youth participation ranging from having full control of the initiative

(i.e., youth-led) to a minimum of having partnered with institutions and non-youth organisations at any stage of the

intervention. The review protocol is available in the University of York Centre for Reviews and Dissemination PROS-

PERO database (registration number CRD42021254214).

3.1 | Search strategy

To identify references, the research was conducted on five main search engines: PROQUEST, Medline, Web of

Science, EBSCO and Scopus; references were also extracted from those of the included articles. Search criteria included

a time span (2001–2021). Keywords were organised into four clusters: the first cluster was related to the study popula-

tion, or target, such as ‘young adult’, ‘emerging adult’, ‘youth’; the second cluster was related to substances use,

namely ‘alcohol’, ‘drugs’, ‘abuse’. The third cluster was associated to the participatory approach and included words as

‘participative’, ‘youth-led’, ‘peer-delivered’; and the fourth cluster was linked to the intervention semantic, including

words like ‘randomized controlled trial’, ‘initiative’, ‘prevention’, ‘evaluation’. Terms included in a cluster were

separated by the operator OR, whereas clusters were divided by AND. Titles and abstracts were searched.

3.2 | Study selection

Search results were exported to an EndNote 20 database that automatically removed duplicates. The sifting process

consisted of three stages (title, abstract and full-text reading) and involved two independent reviewers (first and sec-

ond author). Double sifting occurred at each stage, with 15% of the papers being double sifted at first and second

stage, and 30% at third stage. The second author acted as primary reviewer and screened all papers, whereas the

first author acted as secondary reviewer and screened a randomly selected subgroup of papers. Disagreements on

included/excluded documents were resolved through discussion within the research team, with arbitration by a third

reviewer if necessary. Inter-rater reliability was assessed using percent agreement and Kohen's κ. Percent agreement

(>80%) and Kohen's κ (>0.800) cut-off values were used to demonstrate substantial agreement between reviewers

(McHugh, 2012).

3.3 | Data extraction

A data extraction form was piloted and designed in Excel. The form recorded study details as follows: authors, year

of publication, country, study aims, study design, participant characteristics, intended outcomes, conceptual frame-

work, setting and strategy implementation, monitoring and evaluation design and tools, stage(s) of youth involve-

ment, and additional study information/researcher comments. Based on established guidelines, we divided

interventions into four stages: formative research, intervention development, implementation and evaluation

(Skivington et al., 2021). For each study, we first determined at which stage(s) youth participation took place. Second,

the nature of participation at each stage was rated using an adapted version of the ‘power sharing over major deci-

sions’ dimension from the YPAR Process Template (YPT; Ozer & Douglas, 2015). This dimension is aimed at
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assessing how power is shared as decisions are made in YPAR projects. Scores were assigned on a three-point scale:

Low (i.e., young people were given limited or no opportunity to make major decisions regarding the intervention),

Medium (i.e., young people had opportunities to contribute to major decisions) and High (i.e., young people were

clearly provided opportunities to share power in making the major decisions on the study and intervention). There

was also a ‘not applicable’ option when information provided in the article was insufficient to make an informed

decision or when participation did not occur at that stage. Fourteen studies (51.8%) were randomly selected to be

independently rated by the first and second author. Inter-rater reliability was assessed using percent agreement and

Kohen's κ (McHugh, 2012). Disagreements on ratings were resolved through discussion within the research team,

with arbitration by a third reviewer if necessary. Lastly, the second author rated all remaining studies.

4 | RESULTS

A total of 2,145 references were retrieved; after duplicate removal (N = 1,098), the dataset included 1,047 refer-

ences. At stage 1, references were screened by reading titles and 847 were excluded. Reviewers disagreed on 16.2%

of cases (κ = 0.637). At stage 2, references were screened by reading abstracts and 102 were excluded. Reviewers

disagreed on 9.6% of cases (κ = 0.889). At stage 3, 71 additional references were excluded by reading full texts.

F IGURE 1 Flowchart of study selection process.
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There was a 9% disagreement between reviewers at this stage (κ = 0.615). Both percent agreement and Kohen's κ

value (κ > 0.600) demonstrate at least acceptable agreement (McHugh, 2012) between reviewers at all stages. Rea-

sons for exclusion were non-eligible target group (i.e., adolescents and underage people) or being not relevant to the

issue of interest (e.g., did not have an explicit preventive approach). The final dataset consisted of 27 references

included in the review. Included studies were also rated for level of youth participation at each intervention stage.

Both percent agreement (88%) and Kohen's κ value (κ = 0.808) demonstrate substantial agreement. Figure 1 pre-

sents the study selection process and Table 1 describes each study's characteristics and themes.

5 | CHARACTERISTICS OF STUDIES

5.1 | Country and setting

Studies were conducted in the following countries: the United States (N = 19), Canada (N = 4), Australia (N = 2),

Germany (N = 1) and Hong Kong (N = 1). Seventeen articles reported interventions that took place in university set-

ting (Adams et al., 2006; Tollison et al., 2008) including three at fraternities or sororities (e.g., Robison, 2007), one

included a component in a family setting (Turrisi et al., 2009), and one was mixed with other settings (Wright

et al., 2016). Seven interventions were implemented in community settings (e.g., Diamond et al., 2009; Marko &

Watt, 2011), two of which in native communities in Australia or Northern America (McCalman et al., 2013; Thomas

et al., 2009). Two studies were delivered online (instant messaging, social networks; e.g., Bonar et al., 2020), and two

were conducted both online and offline (e.g., Wiljer et al., 2016).

5.2 | Target population

Most included studies targeted college age populations (18–24 years old). In seven studies, participants were

described merely as college students or more generally as ‘youth’. Participants were fraternity and sorority members

(N = 3), mandated college students (N = 6) who had violated campus alcohol policy (Cimini et al., 2009), street-

involved or urban youth (N = 3; e.g., Funk et al., 2012) and native or ethnic minority youth (N = 3; e.g., McCalman

et al., 2013). Lastly, young participants were identified among other community members in three studies.

5.3 | Evaluation design

Effectiveness evaluation was pre-post-test in 16 studies, nine of which were randomised control trials (RCT;

e.g., Donohue et al., 2004; Mastroleo, Oakley, et al., 2014), three were RCT protocols and evaluation results were

not yet available (e.g., Wiljer et al., 2016). Four studies were pre-post evaluation studies lacking control groups

(e.g., Abadi et al., 2020). Six studies reported on results of process evaluation (Marko & Watt, 2011). The remaining

five studies lacked any evaluation but consisted in CBPR or qualitative studies to assess needs and develop interven-

tions (e.g., Robison, 2007).

5.4 | Intervention strategy

Nine studies reported adopting a brief intervention strategy such as the Brief Alcohol Strategies and Intervention for

College Students (BASICS; Mastroleo, Magill, et al., 2014). This intervention is based on short, structured conversa-

tions that seek to motivate and support at-risk individuals to consider changing their alcohol and drug use behaviour
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in order to reduce their risk of harm (Levy et al., 2016). Seven articles reported participatory research studies as part

of intervention development efforts: three were reported as Participatory Action Research (PAR) and three as

Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR; e.g., Bulmer et al., 2016). Three articles described peer education

programmes where trained peers were recruited to model positive behaviour among members of their own commu-

nity or group (e.g., Donohue et al., 2004). Two studies were multicomponent community-based interventions that

included community mobilisation and combined individual and environmental change strategies (e.g., policies, law

enforcement and media campaigns) across multiple settings to address health outcomes in a defined local community

(e.g., Kröninger-Jungaberle et al., 2014). One study described an alcohol-free policy intervention in a college frater-

nity (Robison, 2007). Lastly, four articles included in this review reported interventions delivered through apps,

SMSs, social media and instant messaging services (Wiljer et al., 2016), while one included intervention study was a

social marketing campaign that adopted marketing techniques such as market research, segmentation and targeted

communication to create social change (Marko & Watt, 2011).

5.5 | Stage and level of young people's involvement

Included studies were categorised by number of involvement stages. Table 2 shows frequencies of youth involve-

ment for each of the four intervention stages by groups. The most frequent stage where young people participated

was implementation (N = 22, 46.8%), followed by development, formative research and evaluation. The level of

youth involvement varied greatly across studies and categories. The following sections describe the nature of this

involvement (i.e., power sharing over decisions dimension) for each category.

5.5.1 | Studies involving youth in one stage

More than half of the studies (N = 16; 59.2%) involved young people in one stage only, intervention implementation

in most cases. The only two exceptions were the studies by Funk et al. (2012) on participatory intervention develop-

ment with street-involved young people and by Wiljer et al. (2016) on digitally delivered intervention. Youth engage-

ment took place at formative research and intervention development stages, respectively. The study by Funk et al.

(2012) scored low (score = 1) in the power sharing dimension as youth contributed only by moderating focus groups

with peers and validating the research findings and key decisions on research aims and design were largely in the

hands of the research team. The study by Wiljer et al. (2016) scored medium (score = 2) because the intervention

was described as a student-led innovation project focused on designing a digital map of addiction and mental health

services to improve postsecondary students' access to, and navigation within, mental health and addiction services.

A group of 65 students contributed to map production and were able to make a wide variety of decisions on issues

such as the name of the project, logo, project management and product design.

Importantly, excluding Goodhart et al. (2006) photovoice study, none of the 16 single-stage-participation studies

scored high (score = 3) in levels of participation and 14 (87.5%) were rated as low because young people were

involved merely as implementers of highly controlled research-led interventions. An example of this type of interven-

tion is included in the article by Fromme and Corbin (2004) who tested the comparative efficacy of a peer- versus a

professional-delivered alcohol preventive brief intervention consisting of group meetings with students. The inter-

vention was manualised and group leaders were instructed on how to deliver the intervention.

5.5.2 | Studies involving youth in two stages

There was variability in intervention strategies, stages and participation extent in this group of studies. Two studies

described peer education interventions (Adams et al., 2006; Quinton et al., 2021), one a participatory intervention
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development (Thomas et al., 2009), one a policy intervention (Robison, 2007) and one a digitally delivered interven-

tion (Wright et al., 2016). The study by Robison (2007) represents a unique case of intervention (i.e., alcohol-free col-

lege fraternity policy) that was developed, implemented and sustained solely by young people. Indeed, the author

used ethnography to examine a pre-existing policy and identify key factors of success in enforcing the policy over

time. The studies by Thomas et al. (2009) and Quinton et al. (2021) represent, instead, two examples of how youth

participation can be differently conceptualised. The participatory intervention development study by Quinton et al.

(2021) involved young people in the development of public service announcements on drug prevention during the

Peer-to-Peer Prevention Messaging. Interestingly, the study scored medium and high in levels of power sharing at

intervention development and implementation, respectively. Following an initial training on basic information on the

three types of substance use and related health effects among college students, young people conducted their own

additional research on the issue and ultimately decided which drug they wanted the campaign to focus on.

Conversely, in spite of being described as a Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR), the study by

Thomas et al. (2009) scored low in levels of participation at both formative research and intervention development

stages. The study aimed at developing a culturally sensitive substance abuse prevention programme for native youth.

Young people took part in the research group with one representative (i.e., a peer youth educator) and contributed

along with other community representatives, namely to approve material designed by the research team

(e.g., interview protocols and intervention curriculum). It is important to note that, at the time of the article publica-

tion, the project was still ongoing and authors envisioned greater youth participation in the following stages. How-

ever, to our knowledge, no information about the following stages has been published. Lastly, the ecological

momentary assessment and brief intervention for young people described by Wright et al. (2016) through mobile

phones during drinking events scored medium in participation level at development stage (i.e., young people contrib-

uted to the redesign of a pre-selected intervention) and low at evaluation stage (i.e., young people tested the inter-

vention and offered feedback during interviews).

5.5.3 | Studies involving youth in three stages

Three studies encompassed youth participation in three different intervention stages. Two were community-based

interventions (Diamond et al., 2009; Kröninger-Jungaberle et al., 2014), one was a Social Marketing campaign

(Marko & Watt, 2011). In the study by Diamond et al. (2009), young people were involved at the formative research,

intervention development and implementation stages of Xperience, a prevention programme to promote drug-and-

alcohol free social norms among urban youth. This programme empowered young people to become peer leaders

and role models of drug-free behaviour with their friends by designing drug- and alcohol-free social activities.

Although the formative research and intervention development phases were predominantly research- and adult-led

TABLE 2 Distribution of studies across number of youth involvement and intervention stages.

Studies by number of youth involvement stages

Stage of involvement One (N = 16) Two (N = 5) Three (N = 3) Four (N = 3) Total

FR 2 2 1 3 8

ID 1 4 3 3 11

II 13 3 3 3 22

IE 0 1 2 3 6

Total – – – – 47

Abbreviations: FR, formative research; ID, intervention development; IE, intervention evaluation; II, intervention

implementation.
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(i.e., young people participating in group interviews expressed their desire for more drug-free entertainment in their

communities), participation level was higher (medium score) during implementation as young people were involved

in all aspects of the show production and the following citywide social marketing and branding strategy. Another

example is the study on the ‘Why Drive High?’ Social Marketing Campaign by Marko and Watt (2011). This is a

highly participatory study where a youth advisory group contributed to developing and implementing the campaign.

The group took many important decisions during intervention development and implementation (e.g., leading the

design and delivery of the messages with minimal input from the adults), but participation levels dropped to low

levels during evaluation as they passively participated to the evaluation led by the research team.

5.5.4 | Studies involving youth in four stages

Three studies involved young people at all intervention stages scoring high in the shared power over decision dimen-

sion in most stages. The studies by Bulmer et al. (2016) and by Poland et al. (2002) scored highest, with high levels in

the first three stages and medium levels in intervention evaluation. The Street-Involved Youth Harm Reduction Pro-

ject (Poland et al., 2002) hired street-involved youth to conduct research among their peers and develop drug educa-

tion materials and a video to be distributed to health agencies and stakeholders. Participants were given a great

degree of control over the direction of the study. However, the evaluation protocol scored medium because it was

not, strictly speaking, fully participatory as young people did not conduct the data collection or analyse the data per-

taining specifically to the evaluation. The study by Bulmer et al. (2016) aimed at gaining insights into excessive alco-

hol consumption among students in a college community and develop appropriate preventive interventions. Young

research team members were recruited among the student population. The team developed research questions,

designed methods and carried out some of the tasks associated with data collection, analysis and dissemination.

Lastly, McCalman et al. (2013) conducted a CBPR study to assess needs and evaluate Beat da Binge, an aboriginal

community alcohol harm-reduction intervention based on a marketing awareness campaign and alcohol-free events.

Co-researcher youth contributed to identifying local determinants of binge drinking at formative research stage, to

developing and realising alcohol-free events, and to designing the baseline evaluation survey. Effectiveness evalua-

tion results have not been published, though data collected by young people and researchers ultimately promoted a

shift from the issue originally decided by the research team (alcohol and drug prevention) towards a more holistic

approach to fostering young people's health and wellbeing through advocacy on youth mentoring in education,

employment and training.

6 | DISCUSSION

This article presents the results of a systematic review of studies encompassing youth involvement in alcohol and

drug preventive interventions. Reviewed studies' interventions range from group brief interventions to CBPR and

participatory intervention development. Geographic distribution is highly skewed towards the United States, Canada

and Australia, thus demonstrating an underrepresentation of youth participation in published studies from Europe

and other world regions, at least in the academic literature in English. Studies were conducted in a plurality of set-

tings including universities and colleges, youth organisations (i.e., fraternities), online settings and local communities.

Despite clear differences in form of youth participation, these studies demonstrate that young adults can play a role

in promoting health by participating in preventive interventions. This is in contrast with the dominant problem-focused

perspective in public health whereby young people are considered merely as passive recipients of prevention (Hunt &

Evans, 2008; Murray, 2014). The analysis of youth involvement at the four stages of preventive interventions

(i.e., formative research, intervention development, implementation and evaluation; Skivington et al., 2021) and the

fundamental dimension of power sharing (Ozer & Douglas, 2015) highlighted how participation was differently
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conceptualised and practised across studies. Importantly, only a minority of studies involved young people in more than

one stage and just a few can be considered genuinely youth-led. In addition to a rather unique example of policy

intervention that was developed, implemented and sustained solely by members of a youth organisation (i.e., college

fraternity; Robison, 2007), the few highly participatory studies displayed three key characteristics (e.g., Bulmer

et al., 2016; Poland et al., 2002) that are consistent with key principles of participatory approaches (e.g., PAR, YPAR;

Cook et al., 2017): (a) Young people were involved as co-researchers starting from the formative research stage and

their involvement continued throughout the intervention; (b) As demonstrated by scores in the power sharing dimen-

sion, young people were included as co-researchers and had a voice in shaping the direction of the project (e.g., in

designing data collection instruments, decide what the project should focus on next); (c) The study provided a structure

for participation by promoting the constitution of a youth advisory group that contributed to the unfolding of the

project. In accordance with the literature (Anyon et al., 2018; Shamrova & Cummings, 2017), results of studies' process

evaluations showed increases in youth empowerment and advocacy skills as a result of the participatory process

(e.g., Bulmer et al., 2016; Poland et al., 2002). However, reviewed studies also highlighted some of the complexities in

conducting genuinely youth-led studies, in particular when it comes to conducting effectiveness evaluations. Indeed,

way too often studies fell short on intervention implementation and evaluation and did not publish results on these

stages. McCalman et al. (2013), for example, described how young people were involved in a CBPR but no study on the

effectiveness of actions taken was available. Similarly, studies by Poland et al. (2002) and Bulmer et al. (2016) lacked

effectiveness evaluation, thus leaving unanswered questions on the potential effectiveness of these interventions.

Reasons behind failure to publish follow-up studies are unclear. We speculate this might be due, among other things, to

lack of long-term funding or difficulties in implementing publishable effectiveness studies in community settings

(e.g., including a control group) and demonstrating solid results (Ross et al., 2010).

Conversely, in this review there are many examples of studies on evidence-based prevention strategies such as

brief interventions and peer-education programmes (e.g., Abadi et al., 2020; Mastroleo, Oakley, et al., 2014). Brief

interventions, for example, have rather specific theoretical grounds (e.g., cognitive-behavioural theories), are

individualised (e.g., rely on personalised feedback), brief and focused, are relatively simple in terms of mechanisms

and components, and are therefore more easily evaluated using rigorously experimental designs (i.e., RCT). This may

explain their overrepresentation in the scientific literature and hence in our review. However, from a participatory

research perspective, their greatest limitation lies in considering young people as ‘mere’ deliverers (e.g., peer-

delivered brief interventions) of predefined standardised interventions (e.g., Mastroleo, Magill, et al., 2014;

Mastroleo, Oakley, et al., 2014; Turrisi et al., 2009). In the majority of cases youth involvement happened at the

intervention implementation stage only with little or no involvement in the other intervention stages. This approach

reflects, to its extreme, an ‘empirical rationale’ of youth participation (Cargo & Mercer, 2008; Jagosh et al., 2015;

Wehn et al., 2021): most studies stressed the benefits of participation for research and intervention implementation

and face validity from the perspective of the intended beneficiaries. Some articles' authors stated the rationale for

including peer counsellors was to reduce costs partly related to hiring professionals and increase intervention sus-

tainability (Borsari et al., 2016; Cimini et al., 2009; Mastroleo, 2008). In other words, from a strict definition, these

would be hardly considered participatory interventions (Ozer et al., 2018).

Only a few studies described above as highly participatory were clear in describing the rationale for youth partic-

ipation as an empowerment strategy. Poland et al. (2002), for example, mentioned issues around promoting youth

empowerment by giving them as much control as possible and avoiding ‘“power-over” dynamics associated with

imposing an evaluation protocol’ (p. 345). As we have seen, conceptualising youth participation as an empowerment

and social inclusion strategy (i.e., ‘rights-based’ rationale) broadens the expected benefits beyond intervention effec-

tiveness. Meaningful involvement can therefore represent an empowering experience for young people that fosters

greater awareness of alcohol and drug issues and further mobilisation towards health promotion, thus bearing value

in young people's lives in a broader sense (Ballard & Syme, 2016; Ozer & Douglas, 2013). It can also contribute to

supporting long-term processes that foster change on the health issues young people care about (Ballard &

Syme, 2016; Ballonoff Suleiman et al., 2006; Lai, 2008; Ozer & Douglas, 2013; Williams et al., 2020) and can
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represent a commitment to democratic social change (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood, & Maguire, 2003). For these rea-

sons, it is important to move beyond conceptualising participation as something that merely leads to better research

and practice and, instead, try to understand intervention success in terms of individual and community empower-

ment, as well as in terms of societal institutions responsiveness to community demands and the triggering of changes

in social and environmental conditions (Campbell & Murray, 2004).

6.1 | Limitations

Some limitations of this review are related to the search strategy, that was limited to the academic literature written

in English, and data extraction, as one reviewer extracted data while another checked that reviewer's work rather

than two reviewers independently extracting the data. Both are not an ideal procedure and may account for the

limited loss and/or misrepresentation of data. A publication bias may account for a predominance of studies

reporting results of brief interventions and, in general, studies reporting positive outcomes. A further limitation

relates to the countries (i.e., United States) and settings (i.e., universities and fraternities) where studies were

conducted, which may limit the potential transferability of results to other countries, settings and populations

(e.g., non-students). For instance, cultural differences can play a role in the acceptability of restrictive policies, such

as alcohol banning, and preventive interventions (Aresi et al., 2020; Aresi & Bloomfield, 2021; Stock et al., 2009).

Conversely, methods and key components of studies conducted in community settings with the general youth

population (e.g., Bulmer et al., 2016; Marko & Watt, 2011) or at-risk subpopulations (e.g., Funk et al., 2012) may be

more easily applicable elsewhere following local and cultural adaptation.

6.2 | Implications for research and practice

Findings of this review contribute to the understanding of how youth participation was conceptualised and put in

practice in recent published alcohol and drug prevention studies, highlighting gaps and opportunities for future

research in this field and in participatory health promotion in general.

First, the range of reviewed preventive interventions offers practical examples of how young people can be

meaningfully engaged in prevention. Among these, spontaneous alcohol and drug policies developed within youth

organisations are an area of research that deserves more attention (Košir & Tali�c, 2015). The example of a self-devel-

oped, self-enforced alcohol-free policy intervention in a college fraternity provided by Robison (2007) demonstrates

that young adults and youth organisations can display a great deal of autonomy in conducting health promotion ini-

tiatives. School-aged adolescents have been the privileged target of youth-led prevention so far but their long-term

engagement is made difficult by their relatively limited level of autonomy (Ballonoff Suleiman et al., 2019). Future

research could examine whether involving more mature young adults compared to adolescents leads to more sus-

tainable interventions requiring limited support from researchers and community health practitioners.

Second, from a methodological perspective, this review points to an existing polarisation between youth-led

studies and more research-based interventions (e.g., brief interventions, peer-education). Youth-led studies reflect

key principles of participatory approaches (e.g., CBPR, PAR, YPAR) and a ‘rights-based’ rationale for participation

with a strong emphasis on empowering young people to be active agents in addressing health needs that concern

them (Ozer et al., 2018). Their greatest shortcoming, however, is that they struggle to focus (or report) on to the

implementation and evaluation phases of interventions. Research-based interventions, on the other hand, use more

rigorously evaluated approaches that offer more solid evidence on effectiveness at individual level but fail to address

the broader social, community and policy factors underlying health risks. They also reflect a rationale for participation

that clashes with a youth-led approach where young people are deliverers of predefined standardised interventions.

Popular system approaches to developing community coalitions in the alcohol and drug field such as Communities
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that Care (CTC; Brown, Hawkins, Arthur, Briney, & Fagan, 2011) and Getting to Outcomes (GTO; Wandersman, 2003)

offer guidance on how to reconcile the tension between adopting interventions with documented effectiveness

and sustaining genuinely participatory processes that involve young people as important stakeholders.

7 | CONCLUSIONS

Over the past years, the ‘participatory’ paradigm has received increasing recognition as an effective approach to

studying and addressing complex health and social problem. By highlighting key issues in this field from a participa-

tory research perspective, this review contributes to our understanding of how young adults can play a role in pro-

moting health by participating in preventive interventions. Results can inform the work of health researchers and

practitioners, policymakers and youth organisations active in this field, ultimately fostering a greater involvement of

young people in prevention in the future.
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