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History and Research behind SQUADS

In 1995, STAT began working on developing a way for young people to become involved in tobacco control.  The rates of youth tobacco use were rising in spite of the Synar regulation being passed, debate on the FDA’s regulation of tobacco products as drug delivery devices, and heightened national awareness about nicotine and tobacco.  STAT began conducting research that would assist in designing a program that would recognize youth development, tobacco control and community organization al principles.  We surveyed existing youth tobacco control groups, conducted research on effective substance abuse prevention strategies and read the literature on efforts to reduce tobacco use. 

We built SQUADS on the following set of assumptions.

STAT recognizes that tobacco is a public health issue with an extremely well funded opponent. (2003 FTC reports that tobacco industry is spending $12.7 billion annually in the United States and $213.5 million annually in Oklahoma) The continued addiction of youth is essential to tobacco companies’ well being – youth are needed to replace the more than 400,000 Americans who die annually as a result of tobacco use. The most telling evidence how the tobacco industry designed and developed their campaigns to attract youth comes from their own internal documents.  

Both societal and community norms currently send a pro-tobacco message to our youth.  The messages come from numerous sources: friends, peers, family, school, the workplace, church, films, magazines, radio and television, electronic media, advertisements, sports events, etc. 
Youth continue to have easy access to tobacco products.  Regulations are often poorly enforced.  In most places in this country, youth report that they find it “easy or fairly easy to purchase tobacco products.” Adults might not know which stores sell tobacco to youth, but we surmise that this is common knowledge among teen smokers. 

Teens tell us that they “know” tobacco is bad.  Many of them discount the school-based health messages as hypocritical because “if tobacco were really that bad, the government would do something about it.”  The literature is filled with references to disease control that focuses on individual behavior change strategies that initially seemed promising but were unsustainable over time.  Purely educational tactics may be insufficient to prevent teen tobacco use.  The most innovative thinking of today looks at changing individual behavior by changing community policy and social norms. 

A focus on the environmental approach to public health allows us to avoid blaming or shaming users.  STAT wanted our program to focus on the deceits and lies of tobacco companies and not on the individual behavior of any individual smoker or dipper, regardless of age.  We wanted to enlist youth participation in changing the local pro-tobacco environment.  Youth could study their community and take action that would be concrete, visible, and doable.  Youth have persuaded malls, restaurants, recreational facilities and worksites to become smokefree. Youth have helped their school address the problems of smoking in the bathroom and eliminating the gauntlet of smoke around public buildings.  Youth have helped communities license merchants, conduct compliance checks as part of their plan to change policy and held press conferences to discuss the need for youth tobacco cessation programs instead of fines.

STAT wanted to build a program that would enhance resiliency and build assets in youth.  The SQUADS program addresses this by offering youth an opportunity to make a meaningful contribution to their community while holding high expectations for youth involvement.   SQUADS is meant to be  a challenging planning model that recognizes and respects the contributions that youth can make to the issue. 

The program is meant to empower youth to work as advocates for themselves and their generation.  We hold the “belief that empowerment is linked to health and powerlessness is linked to illness.  The SQUADS model allows youth to acquire practical skills on addressing community problems.  STAT believes that with training and support, youth are capable of leadership, critical thinking and action planning.  The guide is designed to help adults frame a structure and an opportunity to offer youth the tools and practice on how to be effective citizens. 
The SQUADS model is based on community development principles that consider youth as a community.  “A sense of community is a perception that members have a sense of belonging and being important to one another.”

We have seen the SQUADS model aid communities in the design and execution of events and interventions.  We have also seen community members change their plans after applying the SQUADS model, in an effort to enhance or reinvent the effort for a stronger outcome.  

We believe that youth involvement, commitment and participation in tobacco prevention will lead to a tobacco free and healthier future for all of us.  
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