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INTRODUCTION

As a young person who has experienced and 
overcome homelessness, policymakers should 
be listening to your recommendations about 
how policies and systems should change. Your 
recommendations can change systems so that fewer 
young people experience homelessness and more 
young people who experience homelessness are 
served appropriately and quickly.

You are powerful. 

This toolkit is intended to give you all of the 
information you need to know about the 
policymaking process and effective advocacy 
strategies. In addition, this toolkit will teach 
you how to effectively build relationships with 
policymakers and influence their support of your 
policy recommendations. Finally, this guide also 
talks about strategies for sharing your personal 
experiences while ensuring that you choose what 
and how you share.  

The Power of Advocacy 

Advocacy is speaking truth to power to change 
existing policies. Advocacy transforms systems 
by changing the laws that govern their priorities, 
definitions, processes, and more. 

Actively advocating is essential because it is the only 
way that policymakers and those in positions of 
power will change existing laws and make decisions 
that significantly increase investments in young 
people. You can protect and promote your rights. 

Advocacy is important for large-scale change and 
brings awareness to a particular issue area -- in this 
case, youth homelessness in America. Advocacy 
includes everything from providing education on 
issues, raising awareness, to changing policy.
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Graphic 1

Advocacy efforts are needed at every level of government to make progress in preventing and ending youth 
homelessness. This section provides some foundational knowledge about the separation of government powers and 
the policymaking process. 

The Separation of Government Powers
There are three branches of the federal government in the United States. The three branches of government and 
the role of each branch of government are illustrated in graphic 1.  This toolkit primarily focuses on how to 
influence the legislative policymaking process. This toolkit does not focus on the executive or judicial branches of 
government. 

UNDERSTAND THE POLICYMAKING PROCESS SO YOU CAN TRANSFORM SYSTEMS

THE POLICYMAKING PROCESS
How an idea or need becomes a law is critical to understanding how to advocate. Knowing the process also lets you 
know when you can influence the policy being considered and ultimately become a law. 
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THE FEDERAL APPROPRIATIONS PROCESS

The  graphic below depicts the government process that takes place every year to determine how much money will 
be spent on each government-funded program and activity. This process is called appropriations. Both chambers of 
the legislature or Congress, inclusive of the House and Senate, have an Appropriations Committee. These committees 
have the most power over setting funding levels for each federal agency and program. Therefore, the Chair and 
Ranking Members of each appropriations committee have the most influence on that committee.  

It is important to note that every member of Congress submits their own personal appropriations requests, so 
it is always effective to ask your federal representatives to include your funding requests in their requests to 
the appropriations committee. 

For example, as part of your meeting, say: “I am asking that you include in your requests to the Appropriations 
Committee for Fiscal Year 2022 $300 million for the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act.” 
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Step 1: Identify and understand your topic

• What does the problem look like?
• What is your topic?  
• Whom does this topic affect?  
• What’s the scale of this topic (national, local, 

community)

Step 2: Identify specific problems to address

Where is there still work to be done on this topic?
 
Step 3: Identify a point of action

Now that you’ve brainstormed some ideas about the kinds 
of changes you’d like to see around this topic, have your 
group vote to narrow down your suggestions to just one or 
two ideas.

Step 4: Identifying your advocacy target

Which agency or governing body has the authority to make 
the change and/or provide the funding you are seeking?

Step 5: Gathering background information

What are the facts, statistics, anecdotes, and stories that 
demonstrate the need for this work?

Step 6: Identifying your personal strengths

What unique skills, insights, connections, or resources can 
you contribute?

Step 7: Developing an advocacy plan

• What are your advocacy goals?
• What are the steps you need to accomplish to meet 

these goals?
• What organizations or individuals could act as 

partners with you to accomplish these goals?

DEVELOPING AN ADVOCACY PLAN
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ROAR: ADVOCACY STRATEGIES + TACTICS 

A great way to remember strong Advocacy Strategies and Tactics is to use the acronym ROAR -- Research, Outreach, 
Advocacy, and Relationship Building

Research: You probably already have a good idea about why your issue is important. You probably 
also know something about its history, and what brought the situation about. That's great, but - you will 

need to be armed with extra knowledge about the background of your issue, as well as the way it affects 
your community. Be sure you know the answers to these questions: 

• Who does this issue affect?
• What are the major aspects of this issue area? 
• When did this become an issue?
• Where is it an issue?
• Why is this an important issue? 
• How can we make significant progress in addressing this issue? 

OUtreach: Remember we are stonger together.  Collective power is the power that a group has by working 
together with a shared interest in achieving a goal. Connect with other advocates and resources: meaningful 

advocacy involves coalition building and collaborating with others who have an interest in your issue.

ADVOCACY is about influencing federal policymakers to change current policies to prevent homelessness, and 
expand access to housing and service options for youth. Key aspects of effective advocacy include: 

• Be upfront with your ask. Be clear on what you are asking the policymaker to do. Honesty is appreciated.
• Be considerate. Be on time, prepared, and let the policymaker know who will be attending the meeting. 

Although your issue is your top priority, policymakers have a multitude of issues at the table. We encourage you 
to follow up and be persistent while also recognizing that your issue isn't the only one occupying their agenda. 

• Make the issue relevant to the policymaker. Use State and local data, and engage state and local service 
providers in meetings. 

• Be a subject matter expert on your issue. As a young person with lived experience, you are an expert. But you 
need to make the issue personal to the people they represent.

• Don't overwhelm them. Even if you are a subject matter expert on the issues, it is important not to overload 
the policymaker you are meeting with too much information. They need key, memorable takeaways. 

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING is about making personal and professional connections with policymakers. This 
relationship should be two-way and mutually beneficial. Do not be surprised/disappointed if your meeting 

is reassigned to staff. Due to legislators’ busy schedules this may happen. View this as an opportunity to build a 
relationship with the staff in your legislator’s office. 

Relationship building can be a variety of things, including:
• Having regular meetings with your policymakers.
• Find a shared interest or experience to connect with the policymaker.
• Connect first as people and then get down to talking policy.

ONCE YOU ARE READY: Identify your U.S. House and Senate legislators, visit each Member’s website to find out how 
to contact them to set-up a meeting. Always schedule an appointment in advance.

https://nn4youth.org/legislature-lookup/
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TIP: LEARN ABOUT THE MEMBERS OF CONGRESS/POLICYMAKERS THAT YOU ARE TARGETING 

You can learn about them with a simple internet search and by reading their official website. To find your 
U.S. Senators and House Representatives, you can use our representative lookup tool: https://nn4youth.org/
legislature-lookup. 

In these searchers, you should try to learn: 

• Know the policymaker's stance on the issue. Every policymaker is different and has different priorities in 
office, so it is important to understand those priorities and shape your issue to be relevant to them. 

• Know what committee they sit on - members are assigned to committees by their party based on their 
particular interests and the committee requirements. 

ADVOCACY AND ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES: HEART, MIND, + POLITICAL HEALTH  

According to the Congressional Management Foundation, engaging the “heart, mind, and political health” of a 
policymaker is an effective way to establish rapport and develop strong relationships with members of Congress. 

To engage the heart: Create an 
experience or share a story that 
appeals to a legislator's emotions. 
Consider what emotions might 
help influence a policymaker's 
position on a key issue such as youth 
homelessness or human trafficking. 
These can be feelings of hope, 
urgency, empathy, or anger at how 
current systems continue to cause 
barriers for youth and young adults 
and inspiration to take action. 

To influence a legislator’s mind: 
Share helpful information to 
inform and educate them on a key 
issue, your position and why, and 
proposed solutions. It is also helpful 
to encourage your legislator to think 
about the consequences if solutions 
are not enacted to address current 
conditions. Create a dialogue where 
policymakers will want to ask for 
more information and take action to 
enact solutions. 

Get your legislator to consider 
their political health: Show what’s 
at stake should conditions remain as 
they are. For example, homelessness 
and its consequences are not 
just problems for those involved, 
but also for society. The cost to 
society is high—youth experiencing 
homelessness experience barriers to 
becoming contributing, successful 
family members and community 
members. 

https://nn4youth.org/legislature-lookup
https://nn4youth.org/legislature-lookup
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STRATEGIC SHARING IN ADVOCACY 

Storytelling is a powerful tool for advocacy. Telling a 
personal story that conveys why you are invested in an 
issue can inform lawmakers and sway their support for 
the legislation.

Think about the last time you heard an inspirational 
story, watched a TED talk, or saw a segment on the news 
about someone making a difference in their community? 
How can you influence others through your stories and 
protect yourself?  

Strategic sharing means that you determine in advance 
of a meeting or public event what information about 
yourself and your life that you feel comfortable sharing by 
asking yourself these questions: 

• What do you think is appropriate to talk about to 
achieve your goal?

• What would you like others to learn from your 
experiences?

• What are you comfortable talking about publicly? 

This resource is excellent to help you determine what to 
share. 

http://www.whcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/youth-leadership-toolkit-strategic-sharing.pdf
mailto:member%40nn4youth.org?subject=
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APPENDIX A: DEFINITIONS OF COMMON TERMS
Continuum of Care (CoC)
An inter-agency planning body that 
works to coordinate and implement a 
system that prevents and eradicates 
homelessness in the region through 
a collaborative, community- based 
process. 

Youth and Young Adult (YYA)
A term that is being used instead of 
youth, kid, student. This term has a 
broad meaning of age based on program 
and funding source. In most programs 
the age range is 16-24; however, some 
homeless YYA programs can serve 
persons as young as 12.

Homeless
The definition of homelessness varies 
depending on the federal program.

• Department of Education: 
individuals who lack a fixed, 
regular, and adequate nighttime 
residence 

• Department of Health and Human 
Services – Runaway and Homeless 
Youth Act: individuals who are 
“less than 21 years of age…for 
whom it is not possible to live in a 
safe environment with a relative 
and who have no other safe 
alternative living arrangement.” 

• Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD): uses 4 categories to define 
homelessness. Cat. 1 – Literal 
Homeless (living in a place not 
meant for human habitation such 
as on the streets, emergency 
shelter, or transitional housing 
program); Cat. 2 – Imminent Risk 
of Homelessness; Cat. 3 – Other 
Federal Definitions; Cat. 4. Fleeing 
Domestic Violence. Generally, 
individuals who are in Category 
1 or Category 4 situations are 
eligible for HUD funded housing 
programs.

Couch Surfer / Sofa Surfer / 
precariously housed / Doubled Up
A YYA who is moving from place to place 
without a permanent home and not 
staying in shelters or sleeping outdoors. 
They may be experiencing housing 
instability/homelessness due to poverty, 

family alienation or disruption, and the 
lack of other resources. 

Runaway
The term ‘runaway’, used with respect to 
a youth, means an individual who is less 
than 18 years of age and who absents 
himself or herself from home or a place 
of legal residence without the permission 
of a parent or legal guardian.

Street Youth
The term ‘street youth’ means an 
individual who— (A) is— (i) a runaway 
youth; or (ii) indefinitely or intermittently 
a homeless youth; and (B) spends a 
significant amount of time on the street 
or in other areas that increase the risk 
to such youth for sexual abuse, sexual 
exploitation, prostitution, or drug abuse.

Mobile Outreach 
A team that connects youth with 
community resources with goals of 
prevention, diversion, harm reduction 
and access to housing resources, 
including crisis housing.

Drop-In Center 
Provides a place where youth can “drop-
in” and be provided low-barrier services, 
including connection to basic necessities 
such as clothing, showers, laundry 
facilities, and case management.

Coordinated Entry
A streamlined system designed to 
efficiently match people experiencing 
homelessness to available housing, 
shelter, and services.

Family Reunification 
Services that help YYA build support 
with their biological family or “Chosen-
Family”

Youth Navigators
Youth navigators provide support and 
advocacy through engagement and 
connection to services and housing. They 
work collaboratively with local providers 
in empowering youth to resolve their 
housing crises. Local providers may 
include local schools, local child welfare 
and/or juvenile justice resources, and 
local colleges (2 & 4 year).

Shelter
Safe and affirming space that bring youth 
inside and connects them to long term 
housing solutions.

Crisis Host Homes
Short-term, family based settings that 
can offer youth a safe alternative to 
shelter. Youth are partnered with a host 
of their choice. Financial and support 
services are available to sustain host 
homes. 

Transitional Housing (TH) 
Up to 24 months of housing and services. 
TH is not considered permanent because 
a youth does not have a lease in their 
name. TH can look like congregate living 
or scattered-site with master leasing. TH 
can adhere to housing first principles and 
be successful.

Joint TH-Rapid Rehousing (TH-RRH) 
Allows one project to offer both 
transitional housing and rapid rehousing 
for up to 24 months providing short 
term emergency housing and planned 
rapid exit to permanent housing for 
transitional aged youth. Youth may 
access both TH and RRH (for example TH 
first, then RRH), or only one, depending 
on their needs and preferences. Youth in 
the program are provided a low-barrier, 
safe and healthy place to sleep at night. 
Case management is provided to connect 
young adults with supportive services 
and a rapid pathway to permanent 
housing.

Rapid Rehousing (RRH) 
Up to 24 months of tenant-based rental 
assistance and services. This is generally 
considered a short to medium term 
resource and is generally offered for 
12 months or less. Youth has their own 
lease, therefore considered permanent. 
Should have a deep array of optional 
services for a youth to choose (ex: 
education, employment, health/mental 
health services, life skills classes, etc.)

Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) 
Non-time limited housing and support 
for youth with a disability. PSH is 
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geared towards the highest needs youth 
who we believe will need long term 
housing and supports to sustain their 
end to homelessness. YHDP PSH is not 
restricted to chronic youth. PSH may be 
site based or scattered-site

Policy
A policy is a principle or course of action 
proposed or implemented by a governing 
body. Governing bodies are groups of 
people that act in unison to guide and 
support a community, unit, business, 
institution, etc.

Advocacy
Public support for or recommendation of 
a particular cause or policy.

Grassroots
The most basic level of an activity 
or organization. It is the process of 
communicating with the general public 
and asking them to contact their local, 
state or federal officials regarding 
a certain issue. In contrast to direct 
lobbying, grassroots advocacy is often 
citizen-based activism.

U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services 
It is a cabinet-level executive branch 
department of the U.S. federal 
government with the goal of protecting 
the health of all Americans and providing 
essential human services.

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development 
It is a cabinet-level executive branch 
department of the U.S. federal 
government that administers programs 
that provide housing and community 
development assistance. The 
Department also works to ensure fair and 
equal housing opportunities for all.

U.S. Department of Education 
It is a cabinet-level executive branch 
department of the U.S. federal 
government that fosters educational 
excellence, and to ensure equal access 
to educational opportunity for all. The 
primary functions of the Department 
of Education are to establish policy for, 
administer and coordinate most federal 

assistance to education, collect data 
on US schools, and to enforce federal 
educational laws regarding privacy and 
civil rights.

U.S. Department of Labor 
It is a cabinet-level department of the 
U.S. federal government responsible 
for occupational safety, wage and hour 
standards, unemployment insurance 
benefits, reemployment services, and 
some economic statistics; many U.S. 
states also have such departments.

U.S. Interagency Council on 
Homelessness
It is an independent federal agency 
within the U.S. executive branch that 
leads the implementation of the federal 
strategic plan to prevent and end 
homelessness. USICH is advised by a 
Council, which includes the heads of its 
20 federal member agencies.

Appropriations
In the United States Congress, an 
appropriations bill is legislation to 
appropriate federal funds to specific 
federal government departments, 
agencies and programs.

Legislation
is law which has been enacted by a 
legislature or other governing body 
or the process of making it. Before 
an item of legislation becomes law it 
may be known as a bill, and may be 
broadly referred to as "legislation", 
while it remains under consideration to 
distinguish it from other business.

Congress
Congress is the legislative branch of the 
United States government that consists 
of the House of Representatives and the 
Senate. The Constitution grants Congress 
the sole authority to enact legislation 
and declare war, the right to confirm or 
reject many Presidential appointments, 
and substantial investigative powers. All 
bills must pass congress before they go 
to the President to be signed into law.

Member of Congress
Members of Congress represent the 
people of their district in the United 

States Congress by holding hearings, 
as well as developing and voting on 
legislation. 

Senator 
Is a member of the U.S. Senate which is 
the upper chamber of the U.S. congress. 
Each state has two senators, making up a 
total of 100 senators in the U.S. Senate.

Representative
Is a member of the U.S. House of 
Representatives which is the lower 
chamber of the U.S. congress. The House 
is composed of representatives who sit 
in congressional districts allocated to 
each state on a basis of population as 
measured by the U.S. Census, with each 
district entitled to one representative.

Congressional Committee
A congressional committee is a legislative 
sub-organization in the United States 
Congress that handles a specific duty. i.e. 
House Education and Labor Committee.
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This graphic depicts the process that the Runaway + Homeless Youth Act needs to take in order to be updated and 
improved-- a process called reauthorization. 

APPENDIX B:
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APPENDIX C: ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Click on the resource below or visit www.nn4youth.org resource center for more tools.

About the National Network for Youth

Our Mission 
National Network for Youth is on a mission to 
transform systems so that no young person in 
America experiences homelessness.

Our Vision
National Network for Youth envisions a world where 
all young people have a safe place to call home with 
endless opportunities to reach their full potential.

https://nn4youth.org/resource-center/virtual-advocacy-webinar-toolkit/
http://www.nn4youth.org
https://nn4youth.org/take-action-center/

