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A Note From Fresh Ministry Consulting

THE FOLLOWING PAGES ARE THE RESULT OF TIME, EXPERIENCE, FAILURES, AND 
SUCCESSES. I started out in youth ministry in October of 2000—I was 18 years old and had no clue 
what I was doing. I was asked to plan events, write budgets, create schedules, teach students, and 
even preach on Sundays. I learned on the fly how to do ministry.

This guidebook contains what I wish someone had told me when I first started out. It focuses on 
helping you plan and execute events that you feel excited about, teens will want to attend, and that 
will further the mission and vision of your church.

Events are the first thing youth workers need to learn how to do—at least that was my experience. 
The hard part for me was learning to think beyond one event at a time. My first few years of part-time 
youth ministry work were tough because I didn’t know how to think beyond the monthly newsletter. 
At the end of my first year, I almost lost my job because parents, students, and church leadership 
were frustrated about the lack of information and planning.

During that time, a member of my church’s Christian education committee stepped in to help me. 
She was fantastic at all things administration. Together, we painstakingly worked through my issues. 
I learned from my mistakes and improved along the way.

Over the years, I’ve developed and refined a process for events. Some time ago, I was asked to share 
this process with a group of graduating seniors at a local Bible college. During my presentation, a 
student raised his hand and asked, “This seems like a lot of work. Do you do this for every event you 
run?” The answer to this is yes, I do this for every event. And it may seem like a lot of work, but the 
steps have become natural over time. I’ve wired my brain to think about events through this lens.

This is my hope for you as you work through this guidebook. Some of this is going to seem 
overwhelming. You may get stuck or become frustrated with the time it takes to move through the 
steps. However, I truly believe that in time this will be second nature for you and for your team.

A good friend and mentor told me that because of my years of experience in youth ministry, it was 
now my responsibility to teach others what I know—to pass on the skills and experience I have in 
order to give to the next generation that which was given to me. 

This is my attempt to do that. I hope that in turn you do the same for others.

Blessings and happy dreaming. 
Jesse Criss
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Framework Overview

THE SECRET TO PLANNING EVENTS IS A COMMON PROGRAM FRAMEWORK. The following 
six steps establish a foundation and will be the common language used in our addition to the Youth 
Specialties guidebooks:

• Dream: This is where you and God get creative together.
• Craft a plan: Outline the details for your dream.
• Rally stakeholders: These are the people who will have your back.
• Empower people: This is where the hand-off happens so you can develop leaders.
• Execute the vision: Time to pull it off.
• Deal with the 10 percent: Remember, there will always be grumpy people.

Each step has its own chapter. Together, these steps provide a framework for you and your team 
to walk through all the crucial details. These may seem overwhelming right now, but I promise you 
that over time they will become second nature. Until then, we’re going to work through each one 
individually and put them into practice one at a time. 

A Note for Teams
You can complete this entire guide on your own. However, I would encourage you to work though the 
stages with your team of leaders, volunteers, staff members, or even students. If you decide to work 
through it with a group, here are a few things to remember:

• Make sure everyone is heard from: The goal of this is to collect event ideas. It’s vital—
especially at the dream stage—that everyone feels they can contribute. If you have a large 
team, consider splitting into groups of three or four people for discussion.

• Use the worksheets: These sheets are designed for you and your teams to write things 
down on paper. This may be an e-book, but sometimes ideas need good old-fashioned paper, 
pencils, and erasers.

• Look for the thread: The point of doing this with a team is to find the unifying ideas. People 
may have different ways to get there, but look for what links everything together. I often find 
that God wants me to pay attention to the unifying thread rather than the details.

• Involve students: Students are the best way to reach other students—they usually know more 
about their own culture and world than we do. This is especially true in event planning. Give 
them a voice, and I promise you that their buy-in for events will increase. 
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Final Thought Before You Dig In
Remember that God has placed you in this leadership position for a reason. You’re not here by 
accident—you’re here by design. Dream big. Craft well. Rally the cause. Empower people. Execute 
to the best of your ability. Know you’re not alone—as a community we’re behind you, but better than 
that, Jesus has promised to always be with you. 

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has 
been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:18-20 NIV)
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Chapter 1
Dream

TO DREAM OF WHAT MIGHT BE CAN BE ONE OF THE BEST THINGS ABOUT BEING A YOUTH 
WORKER. Dreaming up crazy events for your students can be a blast—you can let your imagination 
run wild. As you dream, ask yourself the following questions:

• What do I feel like doing?
• What do students want to do?
• Will it align with our vision and mission?

I find it helpful to dream in the space where I do youth ministry or to get off-site and away from my 
everyday space. I sometimes become inspired as I’m out and about, living life. If that happens to you, 
write it down. You can use your notes function on your phone or even a program such as Evernote.

If you really want to have fun, involve students in this process. It can be a crazy experience (just 
imagine the kinds of ideas middle school boys throw out), but students often have amazing, out-of-
the-box ideas. 

No matter where you dream or who you include in this step, try not to limit the dreams by getting lost 
in the details. The goal is to be inspired. It can be a temptation to move into the craft phase of event 
planning, but that can limit your dreaming. In this phase, you only need to focus on the big idea. Just 
make sure your idea is within the scope of your vision and mission. 

Practice Makes Perfect
1. Use the worksheet on the next page to dream up some new event ideas. Print off as many 

copies of the dream cards as you think you might need, and write out one dream on each card. 
Remember to think through the key questions:
• What do I feel like doing? 
• What do students want to do?
• Will it align with our vision and mission? 

2. If you’re working through the dream cards with your team in a meeting, give your entire team a 
designated time frame (10-15 minutes) to write their ideas on the dream cards. (These should 
be anonymous.) Once time is up, read through each of the dream cards as a group, and prioritize 
them according to which ones the group likes best. Only reveal the originators of the dream 
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cards after they have been prioritized. This will help make sure the team is selecting dream cards 
based on the merits of the original ideas rather than out of loyalty to the individuals who wrote 
them. 

Note: Remember not to jump ahead to the craft step. Think in broad ideas and leave the details for 
later. 
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Worksheet: Dream Card 

Dream:  _________________________________________________________________________________________

Vision/Mission:        � Yes        � Maybe

Big Idea: _______________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Potential Season:        � Fall        � Winter        � Spring        � Summer        � Holiday

Dream:  _________________________________________________________________________________________

Vision/Mission:        � Yes        � Maybe

Big Idea: _______________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

Potential Season:        � Fall        � Winter        � Spring        � Summer        � Holiday
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Chapter 2
Craft

IF DREAMING WAS THE FUN PART, THEN THE CRAFT STEP IS THE ARDUOUS WORK NO ONE 
WANTS TO DO. This is often the hardest part for pastors and volunteer leaders, because it requires 
time and administration. I know that not everyone has natural administrative skills, but they are an 
essential part of the job. Here are some basic things to think through:

Dates Times
Location Cost/Budget
Supplies needed Number of volunteers needed
Promo/graphics Important deadlines
Room bookings Potential challenges

Once you nail down these basic details, you need to create a 3131 plan:

• Three months out: This is the start of the planning window—you need to start thinking about 
bookings, budgets, and advertising.

• One month out: This is your advertising window, especially for a bigger event. Try not to push 
more than one or two events at a time. This is also a great time to recruit more volunteers, 
especially if you need extra help or are bringing in one-time people. 

• Three weeks out: This is your resource-collection-and-creation window. Find what you need, 
make your lists, order your supplies, and hand out any flyers/forms/waivers. 

• One week out: Now it’s go time. Buy everything you need, review the schedule for the event, 
make sure people know their roles, and pass out the information. 

Practice Makes Perfect
Take your top two or three dream cards, and craft the details for those events. It’s okay if you’re 
missing a few details—sometimes you need to do some research before you can finalize an event. 
Do your best to fill in as much information as you can. You’ll use this information to rally your people 
in the next step. 

Use the worksheet on the next page to think through this step. 

Note: It’s a good idea to save your worksheets in a binder or folder for the next time you want to run 
an event. 
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Worksheet: Craft (Part 1)

Event Name: ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Promo Write Up: 
In 1-2 sentences, describe the event and its ultimate purpose. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The Basics: 
Use the simple chart below to write out all of the basic elements of the event that you can think of right 
now. It’s not meant to be exhaustive. More of the details will come in later. 

Date: Promo/Graphics:     � Yes     � No     � Maybe

Time: Room Bookings:

Location: # of Volunteers:

Total Budget: Extra:

Total Cost Per Student: Extra:

Supplies/Resources Needed:  
Begin a list of all the necessary supplies and resources that you need to pull off the event. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Worksheet: Craft (Part 2—3131 Plan)

3 Months Out: Planning and bookings 
Use this space to list all the elements that need to be finalized by the time you are 3-months out from 
the event.

1 Month Out: Advertising Window    
Use this space to list all the ways that you’ll communicate about the event to students, parents, 
volunteers, and other church staff members when you are 1-month out from the event.  
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3 Weeks Out: Resource Collection and Creation 
Use this space to list all the resources that you’ll need to take inventory of from your own ministry, 
collect from other ministries in your church, or create from scratch when you are 3-weeks out from the 
event. 

1 Week Out: Go Time! 
Use this space to list everything that you’ll need to have on hand and ready to go by the time you are 
one week out from the event. Also, be sure to include the details involved in the day of the event: pre-
event set-up, during the event, post-event clean-up. 



A Guide for Successful Youth Ministry Events   |   12

Chapter 3
Rally

THIS IS A CRITICAL STAGE FOR ANY EVENT—IT’S WHEN YOU BUILD EXCITEMENT AND 
MOMENTUM. In order to accomplish that, you need to rally your stakeholders. But who are your 
stakeholders?

• Stakeholders are the students who have influence in your group.
• Stakeholders are key leaders within your team, which could include both volunteer youth 

workers and parents.
• Stakeholders are people in your ministry/church who believe in you and in your ministry. 

These are the students, leaders, and others who believe in you and in what you’re doing. They’re the 
people to whom you give key details, early info access, graphics, invite cards, etc. The result is that 
they’re often the first to sign up.

It can take time to sell your dream to others, but it’s vital to do so. Sometimes when you invite others 
into your process, they’ll have invaluable feedback to share. I find it helpful to rally my stakeholders 
while I make my 3131 plan. If I pitch a dream to key stakeholders and it doesn’t stick, it’s usually a 
sign for me to go back to the beginning. But the opposite can also be true: there have been times I 
thought an idea was weak, only to see the stakeholders pick it up and run with it. 

It’s important to remember that stakeholders aren’t yes-men—they shouldn’t just agree with 
everything you say. Pushback can be very helpful when you’re planning an event. You want people 
who are passionate about students. You want people who care about the quality of the ministry and 
will work with you to make events the best they can be. These are people who won’t always agree 
with you, but they will always have your back. 

Practice Makes Perfect
Who are your stakeholders? Use the worksheet on the next page to make a list of students, leaders, 
and parents who can be your stakeholders. Once you have your list, share your dream with them and 
see what happens. 

Note: Depending on your situation and your church structure, your first stakeholder may need to be 
your boss or direct supervisor. If that’s the case, then you must speak with that person first. No boss 
likes to hear information secondhand. 
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Worksheet: Rally

Event Name: ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Using the space below, make a list of potential stakeholders. Remember that these people are:

• Students who have influence in your group
• Key leaders within your team
• People in your ministry/church who believe in you and in your ministry

Stakeholders
(Key: lead=leaders, stu=students, sup=supporters)

Name Type Email Phone

Contact these people, and walk them through a copy of your crafted dream. 

Stop! Does your boss/supervisor need to know first?        � Yes        � No        � Probably



A Guide for Successful Youth Ministry Events   |   14

Chapter 4
Empower

EMPOWER CAN BE A CHALLENGING STEP—ESPECIALLY FOR PASTORS. It requires us to let 
go and give authority to others. To empower someone is to impart power to them—to give them a 
portion of our authority, power, and responsibilities. It can be very difficult, but it can also be very 
rewarding. Within most events there are three groups we can choose to empower:

Students
• Students can be your event muscle (planning, decorating, setting up).
• Students can be your recruiters. I have a personal motto: “Students are the best-equipped 

people to reach students”— that applies to events as well.
• Students can take ownership of the event, which then creates excitement.

Leaders (including volunteer youth workers and parents)
• Leaders can share the workload (if you let them).
• Leaders can share upper-level authority with you (keys, alarm codes, church procedures).
• Leaders can be you when you can’t—and you can’t always be there.

Ministry departments other than youth ministry
• Other ministry departments can provide you with resources, equipment, and setups you might 

not otherwise have access to. (Think props, sound equipment, supplies, etc.)
• Other ministry departments can allow paths to new ministry opportunities.
• Other ministry departments are part of your church family, and families support each other.

By empowering students and leaders to take active roles in events, you effectively begin the process 
of training. This training can lead to huge wins in your group’s immediate future, and it also has the 
long-term effect of equipping another generation. 

Practice Makes Perfect
Use the worksheet on the next page to think through how you can draw in key people to help with 
this event. Here are a few reminders of how the different groups can help you:

• Students can be your event muscle. 
• Leaders can share upper-level authority.
• Church departments can provide you with resources, equipment, and setup you may not 

otherwise have access to. 
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Worksheet: Empower

Event Name: ___________________________________________________________________________________________

 
Which students can you empower?

Student Contact Info

How can other adult leaders help?

Leader How can they help?

What church department can you partner/connect with?

Department What can they offer?
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Chapter 5
Execute

YOU’VE COME UP WITH A DREAM, YOU’VE CRAFTED A PLAN, YOU’VE RALLIED YOUR 
SUPPORTERS AND EMPOWERED YOUR PEOPLE. Now it’s time to do the event. While it’s 
necessary to be flexible in youth ministry, try to stick to the plan you created—honor the work you 
and others have done. Try not to second-guess your plans—wait until after the event is over to review 
and make changes for next time.

Practice Makes Perfect
Simplicity is key for the execute stage of an event. I find it helpful to follow these steps:

PREP: Execute the plan, and check with your key people on all the details, like:
• Where are you on your 3131 plan? 
• Have you booked the room?
• Have you bought the supplies?
• Have you uploaded the graphics and Facebook invite? 
• Do students know where to be? 
• Do your leaders know what they need to do?

RUN: Do the event. Follow your plan. If necessary, adjust accordingly. In youth ministry, nothing ever 
goes as smoothly as we hope—flexibility is key. 

EVALUATE: Gather your stakeholders and evaluate the plan for next time. Ask key questions like:
• Did we meet our goals?
• Did students have a good time?
• Did we properly equip and support our volunteers?
• Were our leaders engaged and having fun? 

Use the event evaluation form on the next page to gather feedback from your stakeholders. 
Customize the worksheet in any way you’d like. The questions you ask might include the following:

• Where do you think we struggled the most?
• How did students feel about the event?
• How did you as leaders feel about the event?
• What would you add?
• What would you take away?
• Would this event have been better at a different time of the year?
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Worksheet: Execute—Event Evaluation Form

Event Name: ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Core Questions: 
These simple questions help us understand the success of the event.

Did we meet our goals?        � Yes        � No 

Did students have a good time?         � Yes        � No 

Were leaders engaged and having fun?        � Yes        � No 

Rating: Rank your answers to the following questions.

Did you feel as if students and leaders could connect?

1 
(Bad) 

2 3 4 5  
(Average)

 6 7 8 9 10 
(Fantastic)

Were you empowered as leaders to get involved?

1 
(Bad) 

2 3 4 5  
(Average)

 6 7 8 9 10 
(Fantastic)

Did you have everything you needed to make the event a success?

1 
(Bad) 

2 3 4 5  
(Average)

 6 7 8 9 10 
(Fantastic)

Would you do this event again?        � Yes        � No        � Maybe

Additional Comments: 
Is there anything else you would add or take away from the event?
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Chapter 6
The 10 Percent

THERE IS A BASIC RULE IN BUSINESS CALLED THE 10 PERCENT RULE. What this means is 
that 10 percent of people will always feel negatively about anything you do. It might be as simple 
as “The music was too loud,” “The drums are too much,” “I want burgers—not hotdogs,” “I don’t like 
that small group leader,” or “That sermon was boring.” No matter what you do, someone will have a 
negative thought, feeling, or comment. 

It’s important to keep the 10 percent rule in the back of our minds whenever we do anything. It’s a 
humbling reminder that we can’t please everyone. Someone will always be unhappy—and that’s okay. 
Knowing this and talking about it prepares us for inevitable conflicts. 

The 10 percent will always be the loudest, and it can be discouraging to rarely hear from the 90 
percent who are happy. One way I combat this is to regularly make and hand out encouragement 
cards. Check out the worksheet on the following page for some samples. 

Practice Makes Perfect
You need to come up with a system to healthily deal with the 10 percent. Take some time to think 
through the following: 

• How do you deal with negative feedback? 
• Do you have a process? If you have a process, how could it be improved? If you don’t, who 

could you talk to about building one?

Here are some suggestions for how to handle criticism well:

• Give yourself some distance. Don’t respond immediately. You’ll be able to better evaluate the 
validity of any complaints if you don’t respond while you’re feeling hurt.

• Ask someone you trust to process the complaints with you. That person will be able to help 
you figure out if there’s any validity to the criticism.

• If you decide a complaint is legitimate, come up with a plan for what you’ll do differently  
next time. 

• Remember that a complaint is often one’s person’s point of view. Don’t take it personally. Keep 
listening for what God would have you do, and keep serving students. 
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Note: Stakeholders are great people to involve in this process. They believe in you, and if you’ve 
chosen them well, they’re not just a group of yes-men. Their voices can help balance out the 10 
percent.

Print off the encouragement cards on the next page and send them to everyone involved in the 
event, especially your stakeholders. Add a personal note to encourage each person—describe how 
they were a crucial part in making the event happen. Even if the event was imperfect, this bit of 
encouragement can build up your team so they can keep serving students with love and enthusiasm. 
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Chapter 7
Final Thoughts

YOU’VE NOW TAKEN ONE OF YOUR EVENTS ALL THE WAY FROM DREAM TO EXECUTION— 
I HOPE YOU HAD A LOT OF FUN IN THE PROCESS. Maybe this was the very first time you ever 
walked through a framework like this. 

My hope and prayer is that it won’t be your last. For every event you do, I encourage you to work 
through this or a similar process. Gather your teams (adults and students), and make this process a 
regular part of your ministry cycle. I try to do a big dream and craft time once a quarter—it helps me 
focus and plan for the next season of ministry.

Maybe you’re thinking that this seems like a lot of work and you’re wondering if I do this for every 
event. The answer to this is yes. Yes, I do this. And yes, it is a lot of work—because the stakes are 
very high.

Every event we do is an opportunity to build relational capital. This happens when we rub shoulders 
with students playing dodgeball, sit at all-nighters, play cards, sing karaoke, or just have a slice of 
pizza at some movie night. It’s easy to think that these things are just fun nights to keep the middle 
school kids happy. But these events are vital to building relationships—it is that commodity that 
gives us the right to talk to students about Jesus.

There will be times students come to you and say, “Why do you care? Why do you show up every 
week? All I do is push—why don’t you run?” In those moments, you cash in your relational capital and 
say, “I come every week to play games, eat crazy food, smell your gas, and talk about your drama 
because I love you. I care about you—you matter to me. See, I know a man named Jesus who loves 
us so much that he was willing to give everything for us—even his life. I choose to follow him, and he 
lives in me. I love you because Jesus first loved me.”

In my 18 years of youth ministry, I’ve learned that an event should be more than just a social time—
it’s when you can earn the right to speak the words of Jesus into the lives of students. 

This is what my youth pastor, Ric Cyr, did in 1994. He built relationship capital with me through the 
events I attended. Then one day I came early to youth group, and I asked him those questions. He 
responded with “I love you because God first loved me.” That day my life changed. But the journey 
started with an event where someone had a dream, crafted a vision, rallied supporters, empowered 
leaders, executed a plan, and didn’t let my negative (10 percent) voice stop them from doing it again 
or inviting me back. 
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This is not a guide to events—this is a guide to relational kingdom building. Go and dream, but not 
just about events—dream about how your events can lead students to know Jesus as their personal 
Lord and Savior. Happy dreaming.

Jesse Criss 
Fresh Ministry Consulting
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