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Pilot Testing PCN Messages 
Part 1: A Tool for Youth 

Group Leaders 
Setting the Stage 

Through the Pilot Testing process, we see youth engage with the spirit and message of 
our campaign. They will help us send out images and messages that can transform our 
community. Our campaign is the beginning of creating a new narrative about youth in 
our community, which is why getting the messages right is so essential.  

At its core, Pilot Testing speaks to the Science aspect of the Cycle of Transformation. 
But as always, we can start by asking ourselves “What is the Spirit of Pilot Testing?” It is 
one of honoring our youth by listening to and learning from them.  

Using this Tool, youth group leaders will learn to Pilot Testing Positive Community 
Norms (PCN) messages. Keep two important things in mind when it comes to Pilot 
Testing: It is critical, but it can also be tedious. Don’t get discouraged! 

Pilot Testing relates to Core Principle #5 — Be Perfected.  

Being Perfected is to understand we are in a process of transformation, moving toward 
wholeness and community. The path to being Perfected is through humility—the critical 
skill of consciously choosing to dissolve our limited views in dedication to seeking a 
deeper reality. We need the courage to be imperfect in order to be made more whole. 
Having the courage to claim that we are works in progress always results in a greater 
sense of connectedness to self, Spirit, nature, and others. In fact, transformation 
requires such acknowledgement.  

Duration  

Approximately half an hour. 

Goals  

Youth Group Leader will: 

• Understand the key principles of Positive Community Norms Messages 
• Discover the value of the Pilot Testing process  
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Activity 

This activity will help youth leaders understand the principles of PCN messages and the 
importance of PCN Pilot Testing. It is important to start with the basic principles of the 
PCN messaging. 

PRINCIPLES OF POSITIVE COMMUNITY NORMS MESSAGES 

The following seven guiding principles of PCN messages will help you develop 
messages that align with the PCN framework. PCN messages should be: 

1. Positive. Your messages should promote what is good and healthy in your focus 

population. They should be positive, hope-based, healthy, and not fear or shame-
based.  If possible, avoid speaking from the negative with “Don’t” messages. 

2. Normative. Technically, a normative statistic is anything over 50%. However, 

people in your community are unlikely to be happy if you tell them that 51% of 
youth do not drink alcohol regularly. Remember that some norms are stronger 
than others; use your best numbers in your messages. Your messages should 
convey a positive norm. 

3. Reflective. Mirror your focus population’s best behavior back to them in a way that 

is designed to change misperceptions. Avoid being prescriptive, preachy, or 
autocratic. The images and language should reflect the focus audience. This may 
mean the wording used for students is different than that used for parents. 

4. Inclusive. Create messages that speak to the diversity of your focus population. 

Make sure your messages do not exclude members of your focus audience (e.g., 
those students who do drink). 

5. Neutral. State statistics and facts in a nonjudgmental tone. Embracing strong 

norms with too much enthusiasm can create the impression that you do not see a 
need for further change. Even if 90% of the people in your focus population do 
not drive while impaired, that number can be improved upon. Avoid eliciting 
psychological reactance by being judgmental. Some agencies or peer groups are 
perceived as having an agenda and not being neutral. Consequently, you must 
strive to convey the perception of neutrality.  

6. Clear. Keep your messages short and simple. Be as straightforward as possible. 

The audience should be able to understand and repeat one big idea from each 
message. Make sure to emphasize “never” or “don’t” when using these words in 
print materials. Often people -- anticipating the types of messages they are used 
to seeing -- actually skip over these key words.  

7. Data-based and source-specific. Truth and accuracy are central to your PCN 

campaign. The data source should be an integral part of every message. Print at 
the bottom of the page should be legible because it provides credibility. Your 
materials should be supported by all of the relevant details about the data, such 
as: 
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- The age range of the respondents 

- The response rate or number of respondents 

- Relevant definitions, i.e. "70% of students do NOT use alcohol 
regularly, (regular use: once a month or more)" 

- The time frame to which the data refers (such as the year the data was 
collected) 

- The actual data source such as the survey name and/or evaluator 

 

 

 

PILOT TESTING POSITIVE COMMUNITY NORMS MESSAGES 

When it comes to pilot-testing, you should only pilot test images, messages and media 
that meet the above criteria. Part 2 of this activity will go into the pilot testing process in 
further depth, here are some key things to know before you begin:  

The Spirit of PCN Pilot Testing:  

• The Spirit of Pilot Testing is honoring our youth by listening to them and learning 

from them. Our goal is to discover how they will react to and interact with our 

message. Stay open to all feedback -- positive and negative!  
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• It can be challenging when people don’t like the images or messages you’ve 

developed. As discouraging as this can be, don’t let it get you down. Stay focused 

on the goal of creating a message that will make an impact on our youth and 

community. 

The Science of PCN Pilot Testing: 

• In Pilot Testing, we are looking for people’s unbiased opinion on a message, 

image or design. Sneaker companies, advertising agencies, and marketing firms 

all use Pilot Testing to gather information on what their audience thinks about 

their products or messages. You will use Pilot Testing to make sure your Positive 

Community Norms messages are clear, inclusive, and above all POSITIVE.  

• Pilot Testing provides insight into what PCN campaign messages will be eye-

catching, credible and appealing to participants.  

• Pilot Testing can save you time and money. More importantly, it can prevent 

embarrassment to your group or harm to the people you message to. 

The Action of PCN Pilot Testing: 

• Pilot Testing can serve as an intervention as well. The Youth who you Pilot Test 

with see and interact with your message. 

• When you conduct PCN Pilot Testing, don’t ask for input on the Positive 

Community Norms approach. If asked, many people will say that they need to see 

fear-based messages that will “scare the health” into them. The positive approach 

works -- use Pilot Testing to test that your messages are clear and that your 

visuals are appealing and inclusive of everyone in your audience.  

• Likewise, don’t pilot test the validity of your data. You know where your data come 

from. It is the clarity of the message that you want to measure. 

• Incentives like candies or mints are a great way to help encourage people to 

participate in our Pilot Test.  

The Return of PCN Pilot Testing: 

• Pilot testing will give you a sneak peek at how your audience will react to your 

messages, and give you time to adjust and adapt to set up your campaign for 

maximum success.  

• While Pilot Testing is illuminating and informative, it can also be repetitive and 

time consuming. This is important work -- keep your excitement up about it!  

The Big Next 
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Youth can also become great Pilot-Testers. It is up to you to decide how much you want 
to include your youth group members in the Pilot Testing process.  

Continue on to Part 2 of the Pilot Testing tool to learn more.  


	Pilot Testing PCN Messages Part 1: A Tool for Youth Group Leaders
	Setting the Stage
	Duration
	Goals
	Activity
	The Big Next

