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Abstract: Youth use of electronic cigarettes (e-cigarettes or vaping) has skyrocketed in recent
years, resulting in a youth vaping epidemic. To combat this epidemic, a coalition of U.S.-
based researchers created the Rapidly Advancing Discovery to Arrest the Outbreak of Youth
Vaping (VapeRace) Center to stop youth e-cigarette use through integration of research
across basic, clinical, behavioral, and population-based domains. Because most research on
youth vaping is researcher-driven, the VapeRace Community Engagement and Research
Translation (CERT) Core was created to facilitate stakeholder input and engagement with
Center activities to develop partnerships between VapeRace researchers, youth, and the
community. To help achieve these goals, a VapeRace Youth Advisory Council (YAC) was
formed. This article describes the development and implementation of the VapeRace YAC,
details its outcomes, and offers lessons learned and future recommendations for similar
youth advisory groups.

Keywords: adolescents; e-cigarettes; vaping; youth; youth advisory council

1. Introduction
The use of electronic cigarettes (e-cigarettes) among youth has increased dramatically

since their introduction to the U.S. marketplace in 2007. There was a 900% increase in
e-cigarette use (or vaping) among youth between 2011 and 2015, and e-cigarettes surpassed
combustible cigarettes as the most used tobacco product among youth in 2014 [1]. As a
result, the U.S. Surgeon General issued an advisory in 2018 labeling these trends a youth
vaping epidemic [2].

In 2023, estimates from the National Youth Tobacco Survey (NYTS) indicated that
12.6% of high school students currently use e-cigarettes, and of those, 25% report daily
use [3]. Although the most recent NYTS data from 2024 revealed a drop in use rates
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(i.e., to 7.8% among high school students with 29.7% of these youth reporting daily use),
the prevalence remains a public health concern [4]. These high prevalence rates have been
driven, in part, by beliefs that e-cigarettes are less harmful than combustible cigarettes [5,6].
Unfortunately, mounting evidence indicates that e-cigarettes pose significant health risks,
including impaired immune system and lung function and increased risk for cardiovascular
and respiratory diseases [7–12]. E-cigarettes also contain nicotine, which can interfere with
normal brain development [1]. Since the adolescent brain is still developing, it is more
vulnerable to the negative effects of nicotine exposure, putting youth e-cigarette users
at greater risk of nicotine dependence as well as reduced impulse control and deficits in
attention and cognition [1]. Given the array of significant health risks, we face an urgent
need to deter e-cigarette use among youth.

The Rapidly Advancing Discovery to Arrest the Outbreak of Youth Vaping (VapeRace)
Center was created by researchers in the U.S. to address this critical need. Funded by the
American Heart Association’s End Nicotine Addiction in Children and Teens (ENACT)
initiative, the VapeRace Center’s mission is to stop youth e-cigarette use through the inte-
gration of research across basic, clinical, behavioral, and population-based domains. The
VapeRace Center is tasked primarily with three integrated projects: (1) identifying the
toxicity of e-cigarette constituents using human induced pluripotent stem cell derived
organoids to model growing organs; (2) evaluating the cardiovascular impact of e-cigarette
use; and (3) creating a virtual reality-based e-cigarette cessation program for youth. These
projects are supported and informed by the Community Engagement and Research Trans-
lation (CERT) Core, whose goal is to facilitate stakeholder input and engagement with
Center activities to develop partnerships between VapeRace researchers, youth, and the
community. In particular, the CERT Core engaged youth to ensure their perspective was
represented and incorporated into VapeRace’s work.

Most research on youth e-cigarette use is researcher-driven, gathering information
about adolescents rather than working with and learning from adolescents. Meaningfully
engaging youth is critically important for creating relevant and effective interventions
and policies to successfully address the youth vaping epidemic. One important youth
engagement strategy is the creation of a youth advisory board or youth advisory council
(YAC) to provide youth with opportunities to share their ideas and perspectives on key
issues, especially ones that affect them [13,14]. YACs recognize that youth have unique
expertise and knowledge that can guide policies and practices as well as program design
and implementation [14,15]. To promote success, YACs must: (1) be youth-led; (2) have
consistent, structured meetings; (3) engage in community-building activities; (4) be a
safe space; and (5) provide the opportunity to participate in meaningful projects [16].
Recent years have seen growing interest in the use of YACs to inform health-related
research [17–20]; however, to our knowledge, there is only one published study on YACs
focused on youth vaping. England and colleagues [21] worked with a YAC as part of a
larger project to develop an anti-vaping public health campaign. YAC members discussed
perceptions of vaping among themselves and their peers and worked with the research
team in an iterative fashion to create the health campaign materials. Highlighting the
importance of working with and learning from teens, the authors noted that YAC input
was critical, as YAC members’ preferences differed substantially from those of the adults
working on the project [21]. However, there is no published work describing the process
of creating a YAC focused on youth vaping. Therefore, the goal of the present work is to
describe the development and implementation of the VapeRace YAC, detail its outcomes,
and offer lessons learned and future recommendations for similar youth advisory groups.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Recruitment

The VapeRace YAC’s mission was to inform peers, inspire communities, and take
action to end youth vaping. As described above, CERT Core personnel, consisting of
three university professors, six graduate students, and two undergraduate student vol-
unteers, facilitated connections between the Center’s researchers, youth, and other stake-
holders, as well as coordinated YAC’s development and work. To disseminate information
about the VapeRace YAC, we developed a website, which included information about
vaping, the VapeRace Center, YAC membership and expectations, and the YAC application.
We also created a social media presence on common platforms to assist with recruitment
and later to promote YAC members and their work. To participate in the YAC, youth were
required to be in 8th–12th grade in the U.S. and agree to attend and participate in monthly,
online meetings during the school year.

Several methods were used to recruit YAC participants, including posting on VapeRace
YAC social media platforms, circulating recruitment materials to middle and high school
teachers and VapeRace Center investigators, and word of mouth. Because the VapeRace
Center included researchers from several universities, social media posting, distribution
via teacher networks, and word of mouth outreach covered several geographical areas. We
also utilized networks from other current and past research projects as well as additional
professional networks to help share the invitation to apply. Recruitment was aided by
an electronic and hardcopy flyer that provided an overview of VapeRace and YAC and
contained a website link for additional information or to apply. To submit an application,
interested youth completed an online form, which included general contact information
(e.g., name, grade in school, state) and open-ended questions. In responding to the open-
ended questions, applicants provided information on their reasons for wanting to join YAC,
their overall thoughts on youth vaping, and what they thought that adults should know
about youth vaping. Applicants also had the option to write additional comments if they
wanted to do so.

2.2. Participation

Information about the demographic characteristics of the two YAC cohorts is presented
in Table 1. The first VapeRace YAC cohort, whose work primarily took place during the
spring semester of the 2020–2021 school year, consisted of 17 youth (Mage = 15.7 years, 88.2%
10th–12th graders, 76.5% female, 76.5% White) representing four U.S. states. Attendance
ranged from 13 to 17 youth at each meeting (M = 14.6), with 76.5% attending all meetings
and 88.2% participating in 75% or more of the meetings. The 2021–2022 VapeRace YAC
cohort consisted of 22 youth (Mage = 15.6 years, 72.7% 10th–12th graders, 63.6% female,
81.8% White) representing four states. Attendance for the second cohort ranged from
14 to 22 youth at each meeting (M = 16), with 63.6% attending all meetings and 72.7%
participating in 75% or more of the meetings.

We employed several strategies to maintain youth engagement and assist with reten-
tion. First, we utilized the GroupMe messaging app to facilitate communication between
our team and YAC members (e.g., meeting reminders, announcements, timely links related
to youth vaping) as well as between the YAC members themselves. Second, we divided
YAC members into smaller groups that were paired with two members of our research
team as facilitators (either undergraduate or graduate student research assistants). We
used these small groups to facilitate discussion during YAC meetings as well as between
meetings. This approach facilitated learning and engagement between YAC members as
well as between YAC members and facilitators. Third, we posted weekly spotlights of YAC
members on the VapeRace YAC social media accounts. Fourth, YAC members could receive
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volunteer hours for their participation. Also, summer internship opportunities were offered
to allow interested YAC members to deepen their knowledge of vaping and continue their
involvement with the VapeRace Center. Finally, YAC members received recognition for
their contributions (e.g., Leadership Award, superlatives celebration at the final meeting).

Table 1. Sample demographic information.

2020–2021 Cohort
n = 17

2021–2022 Cohort
n = 22

Age [M (SD)] 15.7 (1.22) 15.6 (1.62)
Gender Identity [n (%)]

Female 13 (76.5) 14 (63.6)
Male 4 (23.5) 8 (36.4)

Race [n (%)]
White 13 (76.5) 18 (81.8)
All other 4 (23.5) 4 (18.2)

Year in School [n (%)]
8th grade 1 (5.9) 4 (18.2)
9th grade 1 (5.9) 2 (9.1)
10th grade 7 (41.2) 3 (13.6)
11th grade 4 (23.5) 10 (45.5)
12th grade 4 (23.5) 3 (13.6)

State of Residence [n (%)]
Arkansas 1 (5.9) 0 (0.0)
Florida 1 (5.9) 0 (0.0)
Kentucky 12 (70.6) 15 (68.2)
Massachusetts 0 (0.0) 2 (9.1)
Tennessee 3 (17.6) 2 (9.1)
Virginia 0 (0.0) 1 (4.6)

2.3. Meeting Format

To facilitate participation by youth across multiple locations, monthly meetings were
held on Zoom at a time when all members had completed the school day. Initial meetings
focused on rapport building (e.g., ice breakers, small group discussions) and education
about the VapeRace Center. Table 2 presents detailed information about each meeting,
and Supplemental Figure S1 illustrates the meeting flow model employed. Meetings were
facilitated by three faculty members and six graduate student research assistants. After an
initial welcome, the first half of most meetings began with a brief educational presentation
and group discussion on a vaping-related topic (e.g., health effects). Early in the year, these
group discussions often took place in smaller group breakouts (i.e., approximately 4 YAC
members in a breakout room) to facilitate participation by all members until greater group
cohesion was attained.

Periodically, VapeRace Center researchers attended YAC meetings to discuss their
work, engage youth in conversation, and obtain youth feedback and input. These visits
and periodic guest speakers also served to educate YAC members on recent vaping-related
developments as well as to allow the youth to educate researchers and presenters on current
vape use and their perspectives on securing change. Typically, the second half of each
meeting consisted of small group breakout sessions where YAC members developed and
worked on projects related to youth vaping. For these small group sessions, we often used
breakout rooms in Zoom. Graduate students were paired with YAC groups and facilitated
the conversation, provided resources, and fielded questions. Each group developed action
steps needed to reach goals, determined communication methods (e.g., GroupMe) to use
outside the monthly meetings, and set deadlines for project components.
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Table 2. YAC monthly meeting agendas.

Date Topic(s) Activities

2020–2021 Cohort

January 2021 Introductory Meeting

• Welcome and Team Introductions
• Presentation on VapeRace and YAC overview and mission
• Ice breaker and YAC member introductions
• Information about vaping through videos and Kahoot! game
• Large group debrief discussion
• Small group discussions of anti-vaping campaigns and

messaging to elicit opinions about effective strategies

February 2021 Youth Vaping Epidemic

• Presentation on youth vaping epidemic by VapeRace Center
researcher followed by Q & A session

• Small group discussions about reactions to the presentation
• Whole group brainstorming activity on the best ways to grab

the attention of their peers for health campaigns
• Small group brainstorming about anti-vaping project

March 2021 Citizen Science Project
• Whole group discussion of small group anti-vaping

project ideas
• Began working on projects in small groups

April 2021 Citizen Science Project • Worked on anti-vaping projects in small groups

May 2021 Project Presentations
Awards Ceremony

• Presentation of YAC group projects to VapeRace Center
researchers and American Heart Association (AHA) staff

• Awards Ceremony

2021–2022 Cohort

September 2021 Introductory Meeting

• Welcome and Team Introductions
• Presentation on VapeRace and YAC overview and mission
• Ice breaker and YAC member introductions
• Informational video on vaping
• Large group discussion about what vaping products teens are

using, what terms teens use to refer to vaping, and negative
impacts of vaping

October 2021 Pervasiveness of Vaping
VapePic Project

• Presentation by state official on adherence to Tobacco 21 law
followed by Q & A

• Introduction of Photovoice project (VapePic)
• Small group discussion about VapePic

November 2021 Health Impacts of Vaping

• Kahoot! game on health effects of vaping followed by
group discussion

• Presentation on novel research strategies to study health effects
of vaping by VapeRace Center researchers followed by Q & A

• Small group discussions about VapePic photos

December 2021 Vaping Cessation
• Group discussion on new VapePic photos
• Presentation on virtual reality (VR) for vaping cessation

followed by feedback from YAC members
• Group discussion about VapePic

January 2022 Vaping Cessation

• Small group discussion on the association between mental
health and vaping

• Group discussion of new VapePic photos
• Presentation on how to help youth quit vaping by VapeRace

Center researchers followed by Q & A

February 2022 Vaping Cessation
• Group discussion of new VapePic photos
• YAC members provided additional feedback on updated

VR intervention

March 2022 Qualitative Interviews • YAC members participated in one-on-one interviews about their
views and experiences with YAC and youth vaping

April 2022 VapePic Presentation
Awards Ceremony

• Presentation of VapePic project to VapeRace Center researchers
and AHA staff

• Awards Ceremony

3. Results
Below we describe the results of YAC’s work as well as lessons learned throughout

the experience that will be useful in future youth engagement initiatives. Figure 1 provides
an overview of YAC projects.
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Figure 1. Overview of Youth Advisory Council (YAC) results.

3.1. Citizen Science Projects

After spending time learning about the youth vaping epidemic, each YAC cohort
engaged in group projects focused on preventing or decreasing youth vaping that would
appeal to and engage their peers. The first YAC cohort worked in small groups to create
three youth vaping-related projects: (1) a short social media video, (2) a public service
announcement (PSA), and (3) school-based lesson plans. The video featured YAC members
describing the potential health effects of vaping. Each group member held a vape while
sharing information and then transitioned by “dropping” the vape to the next person, with
the final speaker dropping the vape into the trash. The PSA began with a screen shot of
all group members with a joint voiceover stating, “I know”. Then, each group member
shared a fact about vaping (e.g., the number of youth users, chemicals found in vapes, that
most youth report not knowing vaping ingredients). The PSA concluded with the group
jointly stating, “We know, and now you know”, and provided resources for quitting. The
school-based lesson plan incorporated what YAC members saw as vital for reaching their
peers and engaging them in taking steps to reduce or eliminate youth vaping. It provided
information on current youth vaping, the potential physical and mental health effects of
vaping, and reasons to consider quitting vaping or not starting.

The second YAC cohort employed Photovoice to describe youth vaping. Photovoice
allowed YAC members to conduct research in their own communities by taking and



Future 2025, 3, 8 7 of 13

analyzing photographs for the purpose of social change [22,23]. After training sessions,
including objectives, procedures, and ethical considerations, YAC members responded to
weekly questions with 5 to 10 photographs (with brief notes about the photos) to visually
represent the who, what, when, and where of vaping in their social and personal worlds.
Example questions included: Where do you see youth vaping or vaping products? and
What signs (e.g., schools, stores, social media, billboards, gas stations, etc.) do you see
about vaping or tobacco? Then, YAC members met in small groups with graduate student
or faculty facilitators to share and describe their photographs and identify commonalities
and points of uniqueness across the group’s photographs. This Photovoice project, named
“VapePic”, resulted in the creation of a digital story about youth vaping to showcase the
results of the project.

These products were shared in presentations to VapeRace Center researchers and
American Heart Association representatives at the end of the year. Additionally, some YAC
members presented their work at a meeting of the American Heart Association Tobacco
Center for Regulatory Science, and the group’s work has been disseminated in additional
ways (e.g., social media, school networks, conferences). In sharing their perspectives on the
experience, YAC member comments included the following: “I’m more aware of medical
[aspects] of vaping”, [It] “increased my understanding of the dangers of vaping”, It’s
[vaping’s] not worth it. It doesn’t give you the self image that you might think it does, and
it only leads to harm”, and “I learned that the short-term satisfaction [of vaping] shouldn’t
be more important than long-term health”.

3.2. Nontangible Results

Beyond the tangible products described above, YAC’s work led to increased under-
standing by YAC members and VapeRace researchers. VapeRace researchers gained a
better understanding of youth views about vaping and were able to obtain feedback on
plans for emerging work (e.g., cessation program development). YAC members increased
their knowledge of the vaping epidemic and scientific research methodology (e.g., basic,
clinical, epidemiological, community-based) as well as the impact they could have on
their community. For example, YAC participants commented that “I learned a lot of new
things from the [researchers]”, “I felt I was helping some of the VapeRace projects by giving
my opinion”, “Each of us, in our own ways, has the potential to do great things. Youth
vaping poses a threat to this potential, and thus, leaves our collective future compromised”,
and “This experience has given me information and confidence to approach my friends
to get them to stop using vapes”. Indeed, participating in YAC increased awareness and
deepened understanding of how youth, especially when they combine efforts with their
peers, have the power to effect social change. In particular, gaining an understanding of
how tobacco company marketing and advertising targets youth and how this exposure
influences vaping as well as of the negative health effects of vaping fueled YAC members’
interest in protecting peers. Several YAC members shared their viewpoints about peer vap-
ing with quotes such as the following: “Now I know there is a reason [my peers] are vaping
and I want to help them” and “I don’t want to see what happened with cigarettes happen
with vaping. I don’t want others to ruin their futures because of addiction”. Specifically,
they described intentions for future actions, such as having conversations with friends and
encouraging their schools to adopt and enforce anti-vaping policies.

YAC participants also reported gaining comfort in interacting with professors and
researchers. Furthermore, they reported an increased interest in becoming involved in
undergraduate research and pursuing research careers. Involvement with YAC also served
as a professional development opportunity for the undergraduate and graduate student
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research assistants. They honed skills in motivating youth, facilitating groups, mentoring
youth, providing feedback and encouragement, and recognizing accomplishments.

4. Discussion
Based on these projects and the process of engaging youth in solutions to the youth

vaping epidemic, we summarize lessons learned and offer recommendations for future
undertakings that engage youth through youth advisory groups (see Figure 2).
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4.1. Logistical Issues
4.1.1. Meeting Online

The first cohort was formed with physical distancing and closures due to the COVID-19
pandemic still in place in some areas; therefore, meeting online was a necessity. Meeting
online also allowed for participation from youth across geographic areas. However, de-
spite increased comfort with online meeting technologies, their continued use may have
decreased engagement for some, especially those who preferred face-to-face interaction.
For YAC members with school and other commitments still taking place primarily online,
additional online meetings could present engagement challenges (e.g., Zoom fatigue). Thus,
we worked to engage YAC members using an array of techniques, such as small group
work, trivia games, and frequent shifts between information delivery and activities.

4.1.2. Scheduling

Meeting online allowed for greater geographic representation, but working across
multiple time zones presented challenges in selecting meeting times. Even with YAC
participants in the same time zone, students ended their school days at differing times, had
different school calendars (e.g., beginning and ending of academic year, days off school,
exam periods), and many participants were involved in other after-school activities. Thus,
it is helpful to gain information about the specifics of their school calendars and other
obligations during the application process to facilitate finding an optimal meeting time.
One possibility to address some of these challenges would be to secure school buy-in and
permission for students to participate in meetings during the regular school day.

4.1.3. Participants

We strategically chose to use an application rather than merely a sign-up process for
youth to participate in YAC. This approach provided students the opportunity to gauge
their interest ahead of time, weigh the time commitment, and assess their willingness to
engage in work to prevent youth vaping. Thus, our hope was that employing a selection
process would lend greater authority and meaning to participating and would result in only
students who would be truly committed and engaged in the work applying to participate.
In reality, because all students who applied had excellent applications, they were accepted;
however, having been chosen through a selection process seemed to be meaningful to
these teens, indicating it did shape their commitment and participation levels. Further,
YAC meeting attendance rates and the quality of outcomes produced suggest this strategy
was successful. Future projects may want to consider including recommendations from
teachers, community leaders, or other similar adults to accompany the youth applications.
Such recommendations could provide insights into students’ interests and skills that would
be helpful in creating a well-rounded group, particularly in pools with a large number
of applications.

An additional consideration is participant age. Although students from 8th–12th grade
participated in both YAC cohorts, just over half (53.8%) of the participants were in 11th or
12th grade. However, students, on average, initiate e-cigarette use during middle school
(age 14.5 years) [24], and 3.3% of middle school students currently use e-cigarettes [25].
Moreover, current recommendations suggest beginning to provide tobacco prevention
information by at least age 11 or 12 [26]. Therefore, involving more middle schoolers or
focusing exclusively on middle schoolers should be considered for future YAC cohorts and
other anti-vaping efforts.
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4.2. Building Group Cohesion

Developing strong group cohesion from the start is vital to a successful youth advisory
board. From the first moments, we sought to help youth connect, get to know each other,
and feel part of the team. Toward these goals, we were quick to greet students as they
joined Zoom, learned participant names, displayed our pronouns and invited students to
do the same, engaged in chitchat with those who joined ahead of the meeting start time,
invited questions and comments at any time, and encouraged participants to keep their
cameras on throughout the meetings. We also found that having a relatively large team of
faculty leaders and research assistants was helpful in maintaining engagement. Our team
was able to monitor engagement during meetings and employ techniques to recapture
attention when it began to wane or re-engage participants who might become distracted.
For example, research assistants could post information, comments, or questions in the
Zoom chat, text the meeting moderator to suggest a format shift, or interject questions or
comments to spur or redirect discussion in the Zoom session.

Working in small groups also facilitated group cohesion. When working with a
smaller set of people, the youth had more time to get to know each other, bond, craft project
ideas, and achieve their goals. These small groups also allowed for more direct coaching
and mentoring by the facilitators both during YAC meetings and via GroupMe between
meetings, which was beneficial to both the YAC members and facilitators. The small groups
enjoyed working with and learning from each other, and several groups elected to hold
meetings in addition to the monthly ones to advance projects.

4.3. Communication

Because we met as a full group monthly, we found it helpful to have other commu-
nication channels to provide opportunities for more frequent interaction. We found the
GroupMe app to be a particularly effective communication tool because it operates like
text messaging, which is a preferred mode of communication for this age group. Further,
each small group had their own GroupMe chat with one of their small group facilitators
designated as the primary contact. Facilitators used GroupMe to send out meeting re-
minders and recaps of monthly meetings, reminders and encouragement about group
projects, and breaking news related to vaping. We believe that having key contacts that
were closer in age to the youth than the faculty researchers made communication more
comfortable and simultaneously cultivated interest in attending college, getting in involved
in undergraduate research, and potential research careers.

4.4. Opportunities for Meaningful Collaboration

Sharing their viewpoints, offering their insights and opinions, and having their
voices heard—whether with their small groups, the full YAC cohort, or VapeRace Center
researchers—reinforced the value of YAC members’ contributions and made the work
worthwhile. This sense of meaning further increased engagement and motivation for the
work. However, while YAC members benefitted from engagement with researchers and
topic experts, we found that not all meeting guests were able to successfully adapt their
material and presentation style to a youth audience. We discovered during the first YAC
cohort that, while researchers regularly present to colleagues and the larger scientific and
academic community, they typically have much less experience presenting to lay audi-
ences, especially youth ones. Thus, for the second YAC cohort, we provided tips and
coaching for meeting guests to assist in their preparations. These suggestions included
identifying key issues, keeping presentations brief and interactive, and using accessible,
jargon-free language.
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4.5. Strengths and Limitations

Our work with the VapeRace YAC had several strengths. The experience engaged
youth in research focused on youth. This focus provided youth opportunities to share
their insights and opinions with researchers; thus, rather than simply providing data for
analysis in studies, they were contributing their lived experiences (i.e., insights from
interacting with peers across a variety of contexts). This approach involved recipro-
cal relationships between youth and researchers and multidirectional communication
(i.e., youth sharing their views and knowledge with researchers and researchers sharing
their views and knowledge with youth). Another strength is that this project addressed
calls to involve youth in tackling the youth vaping epidemic specifically. Youth advisory
councils have been infrequently involved in vaping prevention efforts, and future teams
considering youth advisory councils will benefit from the approach and lessons learned
in this project. Additionally, our use of online meetings and group development activities
was able to transcend geographical boundaries. Especially given increased technological
options, access, and comfort, health researchers and advocates may wish to employ online
structures for such councils. Beyond the regular full group meetings, subgroups also
connected via technological interfaces, such as GroupMe, which facilitated additional de-
velopment and sharing of information. These techniques also were strengths of the project,
as was our overall frequency of contact with the youth members. Certainly, the interest and
commitment of the YAC participants was a highlight of the work. The dedication of these
youth to addressing the youth vaping epidemic buoyed our hopes for a healthier future.

Alongside these strengths, the limitations of the project also should be considered.
First, our focus was on youth vaping; thus, the outcomes of the work may not apply as
well to projects with other age groups or involving use of other substances or different
risky behavior. Second, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic may have influenced youth
participation, especially during the initial cohort year when some activities were still
remote. Although the effects are not fully understood, organizers of future online youth
advisory councils may wish to consider potential pandemic-related effects in planning for
and implementation of their groups. Third, despite broad recruitment initiatives, each of
the YAC cohorts would have benefitted from increased diversity (e.g., racial and ethnic,
geographical, sexual and gender identity), and increased representation in future work
may provide helpful information to improve similar endeavors that engage youth. Fourth,
in a related vein, increased participation from middle school students may have been
helpful, especially given when exposure to vaping typically is prevalent. Finally, despite its
benefits, online participation also has associated limitations (e.g., types of projects possible,
preferences of some youth, influences on relational development). Although the project
has limitations, we believe that the YAC enhanced VapeRace researcher understanding and
the overall work, developed youth participants’ understanding of research and awareness
of the health dangers of youth vaping, and provides a useful framework for subsequent
engagement of youth advisory councils in health-related research.

5. Conclusions
Harnessing the creativity and drive of youth is vital in health and well-being projects.

Building on their knowledge and engaging in hands-on projects allowed YAC members
to set the course for social change. Once they grasped the extent of the youth vaping
problem, YAC members were anxious to work toward solutions and were buoyed by
knowing that their work was important. One YAC member conveyed the idea this way: “I
want to help my generation and future generations live a good life without the worry of
the health side effects from vaping”. Participation in YAC resulted in these youth being
well positioned to combat peer vaping. The resulting work of YAC members has been
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impressive, and we feel fortunate to have worked with these talented individuals. For us,
this project underscores the vital importance of involving youth in vaping prevention and
cessation efforts as well as in other initiatives related to youth health and well-being. As
researchers, we also appreciated the opportunity to collaborate with the next generation of
changemakers, policymakers, scientists, and community leaders. Ultimately, we learned as
much from the YAC members as they learned from us and the larger VapeRace team.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/future3020008/s1, Figure S1: YAC Meeting Flow Model.
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