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Purpose  
Mental health and teen pregnancy-related outcomes are both important to 
young people’s overall well-being, and often intersect in ways that matter 
for research, policy, and practice. Examining these areas together, as 
related factors, can help identify critical protective factors—relationships, 
resources, or supports that promote positive outcomes for youth. For 
young people who experience homelessness, disconnection from school 
and work, or involvement with the child welfare or justice systems, 
connections with supportive adults are meaningful protective factors for 
well-being across multiple areas of their lives. For the youth-supporting 
professionals who work with these young people, the questions of how and 
why to be a supportive adult are highly relevant.  

This research summary examines the intersections between mental health, 
teen pregnancy, and related sexual and reproductive health outcomes, 
describes how nonfamilial supportive adults are a well-documented 
protective factor across multiple areas of well-being for young people’s 
mental health and sexual and reproductive health, and highlights additional 
ways youth-supporting professionals can support the well-being of young 
people. This resource provides an overview of recent research and is meant 
to complement Activate’s tool, A Practice Guide for Promoting Youth Mental 
Health and Sexual and Reproductive Health as a Supportive Adult, which 
provides research-informed strategies for youth-supporting professionals to apply the findings discussed 
here. 

Overview  
• Young people’s mental health and sexual and reproductive health, including teen pregnancy, are 

connected in nuanced ways. 

• Supportive adults may include youth-supporting professionals, formal mentors, and informal or 
“natural” mentors. 

• Young people who are connected to supportive adults tend to have improved sexual and reproductive 
health and mental health outcomes, relative to young people who do not have supportive adults in their 
lives. 

• Supportive adults can help young people navigate common challenges that can affect their well-being 
and help ensure that young people have access to basic resources and supports (such as health care) 
that are closely tied to health. 

Activate: The Center to Bring 
Adolescent Sexual and 
Reproductive Health Research to 
Youth-Supporting Professionals 
bridges the gap between research 
and practice in support of the 
Office of Population Affairs’ aims to 
promote adolescent health and 
prevent unintended teen 
pregnancy. Activate translates 
research and creates research-
based resources for professionals 
who support young people 
experiencing the child welfare or 
justice system, homelessness, or 
disconnection from school and 
work (i.e., opportunity youth). 

 

https://activatecenter.org/resource/srh-youth-homelessness/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/understanding-sexual-reproductive-health-opportunity-youth/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/srh-of-youth-who-experience-cws/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/key-data-srh-of-justice-system-involved-youth/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/ a-practice-guide-for-promoting-youth-mental-health-and-sexual-and-reproductive-health-as-a-supportive-adult/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/ a-practice-guide-for-promoting-youth-mental-health-and-sexual-and-reproductive-health-as-a-supportive-adult/
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Intersections Between Mental Health and Teen 
Pregnancy 
Mental health and mental illness are not the same thing. Mental health includes positive emotions and 
strengths like emotion management, coping with stress, and life satisfaction, as well as feelings of distress or 
mental health conditions such as a depressive or anxiety disorder.1 Everyone has mental health, and it is one 
important component of overall well-being. Further, mental health and sexual and reproductive health 
(including outcomes like early and unintended pregnancy) are often correlated. This is true for young people 
as well as adults. The relationship between teen pregnancy and mental health is nuanced, and these two 
aspects of health can influence one another in a variety of ways.2 Young people who have positive 
perceptions of their sexual and reproductive health, for example, are more likely to have good mental 
health.3 At the same time, those who experience challenges with their mental health (e.g., depression, 
anxiety) have been found to have adverse sexual and reproductive health experiences (e.g., unintended 
pregnancy, delays in accessing contraception).4 Likewise, adverse experiences like unintended pregnancies 
can trigger mental distress.5,6 

Previous Activate research summaries have described why pregnancy prevention is particularly important 
for young people experiencing homelessness, the justice system, the child welfare system, or disconnection 
from school and work. Broadly, experiencing adversity early in life, such as maltreatment or family 
disruption, is associated with increased likelihood of teen pregnancy.7,8 Similarly, adverse experiences like 
maltreatment or housing instability, for example, can also strain young people’s mental well-being.i,9,10,11,12                

Endnotes for text box: 13,14,15,16,17,18,19 

Connections With Supportive Adults 
Positive connections with other people—such as peers, family members, and supportive adults—can be 
critical protective factors for young people. This resource focuses on positive influences in the form of 
supportive adults, including connections with mentors, youth-supporting professionals, and other caring and 
trusted adults. Other types of interpersonal connections (e.g., peer, family) are not the focus of this 
resource, but are discussed in other Activate resources such as Harnessing Positive Peer Influence to Reduce 
Substance Use and Unintended Teen Pregnancy and Exploring the Dual Experiences of Parenting While Being 
Parented. 

Relationships with supportive adults have often been studied in the context of mentoring relationships. 
Mentoring relationships may be formal, like those established as part of a structured mentoring program. 

 
i Research on protective factors for young people in Activate’s focal populations remains limited. This research summary draws from 
literature based on broader populations of youth but indicates when studies have included one or more of Activate’s focal populations 
in the samples to describe population-specific findings. 

Why sexual and reproductive health outcomes beyond teen pregnancy are considered in this 
research summary 

Teen pregnancy is not an event that occurs in a vacuum. It is shaped by sexual health knowledge,13 
contraceptive and condom use,14,15 how long youth have been sexually active,16 access to clinical 
services,17 pregnancy intentions and desires,18,19 and other factors. For this reason, we consider a 
spectrum of sexual and reproductive health outcomes to gain a broader understanding of the protective 
influence of supportive adults. 

https://activatecenter.org/resource/srh-youth-homelessness/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/key-data-srh-of-justice-system-involved-youth/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/srh-of-youth-who-experience-cws/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/understanding-sexual-reproductive-health-opportunity-youth/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/understanding-sexual-reproductive-health-opportunity-youth/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/harnessing-positive-peer-influence-to-reduce-substance-use-and-unintended-teen-pregnancy/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/harnessing-positive-peer-influence-to-reduce-substance-use-and-unintended-teen-pregnancy/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/exploring-the-dual-experience-of-parenting-while-parented/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/exploring-the-dual-experience-of-parenting-while-parented/
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Young people may also have “natural mentors”—non-parent 
adults who are a part of a young person’s life (e.g., a coach, 
teacher, or religious leader) and who provide mentorship 
outside of a formal mentoring program.20,21,22  Natural 
mentorships typically develop organically between a young 
person and a non-parental adult, rather than through formal 
structure. 

In addition to mentorship, relationships with youth-supporting 
professionals in the context of a program or service can also be 
highly protective when the professional’s approach is 
evidence-based and builds connection and knowledge.23,24,25 
Research has identified the importance of young people’s 
connections with caring, non-judgmental, informed adult 
service providers.26 Studies show that young people who 
experience systems such as child welfare or juvenile justice 
need supportive adults who provide reassurance, informed 
advice, and age-appropriate boundaries and expectations 
while also taking youth voice into account.27 Young people 
seek connections with youth-supporting professionals who are 
attuned to their needs and are willing to engage in ongoing 
conversations.28 

Given the important role of supportive adults, the following 
sections summarize existing evidence for supportive adults as 
protective factors for young people’s sexual and reproductive 
health (including prevention of unintended teen pregnancy) 
and mental health. 

Youth sexual and reproductive health 
Research has repeatedly found supportive adult relationships to be a protective factor for a number of 
sexual and reproductive health outcomes during adolescence and young adulthood. Ojukwu and colleagues 
conducted a review of research on teen pregnancy, with a focus on studies that engaged mostly Black 
adolescents. The review found that across multiple studies, supportive neighborhood environments and 
experiencing mentorship from adults were associated with a decreased likelihood of experiencing 
pregnancy during adolescence.29 

Supportive adult connections may be particularly important for young people with challenging 
circumstances, such as involvement with the child welfare or justice systems. Researchers have found that 
young people involved with the child welfare system or in foster care had a lower likelihood of having new 
sexual partners when their caregivers were knowledgeable about their lives, including their whereabouts 
and activities.30 Supportive adults can help connect young people involved with the child welfare system 
with information about contraceptives and how to access them.31 For young people experiencing 
homelessness, connections with natural mentors may increase the likelihood that they will use 
contraception and reduce the odds of engaging in risky sexual behaviors.32 

Connections with supportive adults within their communities and schools are associated with young people 
being less likely to initiate sexual activity, having fewer sexual partners, and being less likely to be diagnosed 
with a sexually transmitted infection.33,34 A systematic review of qualitative research on how school 
experiences affect young women’s decisions about pregnancy and parenthood found that teachers were 
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notable influences: Students whose teachers set high expectations for educational attainment may be more 
likely to continue in school and, in turn, less likely to experience pregnancy as a teenager or young adult.35 

Youth mental health 
Research has consistently found that relationships between young people and safe, supportive adults are  
protective of mental health.36,37,38,39 For young people who are already experiencing mental health 
challenges, adults who act as mentors can support their mental health by being a consistent presence who 
listens and “shows up.”40 Mentors are associated with lower depressive symptoms and social anxiety for 
young people.41 Young people who have a natural mentor in their life experience higher levels of positive 
mental health outcomes than those who do not have a natural mentor, including positive social-emotional 
development and satisfaction with social support.42,43,44 

Connections with adults that support mental health can also go beyond mentor-style relationships. For 
young people still in school, positive relationships with teachers and a higher sense of “connectedness” to 
school are associated with less loneliness, decreased emotional distress, and lower odds of suicidal 
ideation.45,46 Analysis of data from nearly 15,000 middle- and high-school students in California found that 
students who had closer, more supportive teacher connections reported higher levels of mental well-being 
and slightly lower levels of depressive symptoms. The study also found that having supportive relationships 
with non-family adults in the community was similarly associated with better mental health.47 

The benefits of being connected to supportive adults may be long-lasting. Bethell and colleagues analyzed 
survey data from adults and found that the odds of experiencing depression or poor mental health in 
adulthood were roughly 40 percent lower for those who had at least two non-parental adults who took a 
genuine interest in them when they were younger compared with those who did not have such supportive 
adult connections when they were younger.48 

Ways Supportive Adults Can Protect Young 
People’s Well-being 
The above sections explore the links between supportive adults and youth mental health and sexual and 
reproductive health. There are a variety of ways that supportive adults can protect the sexual and 
reproductive health and mental health of young people, and the most important ways may be different for 
each young person, depending on their individual needs. The sections below describe two broad types of 
support that can be beneficial: helping young people navigate common challenges and risks, and helping 
young people access critical services, resources, and social connections that promote well-being. 

Helping young people navigate challenges and risks 
To date, much of the research about teen pregnancy and mental health in young people has focused on risk 
factors. Although this research summary focuses on supportive adult connections as a protective factor, 
youth-supporting professionals should be aware of common risk factors that can affect both sexual and 
reproductive health and mental health for youth. For instance, many adverse life experiences have been 
linked with negative outcomes related to both sexual and reproductive health and mental health in 
adolescence and emerging adulthood. In particular, childhood experiences of maltreatment (abuse and 
neglect) have been linked with lower levels of flourishing (defined as “perceived success in relationships, 
self-esteem, meaning, purpose, and optimism”), higher rates of teen pregnancy, and a number of other 
adverse mental health and sexual and reproductive health outcomes.49,50,51,52 Other risk factors include 
being bullied or experiencing peer violence, which have been linked with loneliness;53 depression, anxiety, 
and other mental health outcomes;54 a higher number of recent sexual partners;55 and earlier sexual 
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initiation.56 Experiencing relationship-based violence also poses significant risks to young people’s mental 
health, likelihood of teen pregnancy,  and other sexual and reproductive health outcomes.57,58,59 

Young people who experience the child welfare or juvenile justice system, homelessness, and disconnection 
from school and work may face higher-than-average odds of experiencing the challenges described above,ii  

which in turn can pose risks to their sexual and reproductive health and mental health. Importantly, youth-
supporting professionals can help reduce the impacts of various risk factors and support young people’s 
mental health and sexual and reproductive health. Research has found that when young people are 
connected to supportive adults, they are more likely to have access to other resiliency-promoting factors 
such as having supportive friends or access to community resources.60 

Supportive adults have been found to diminish students’ fears about being bullied in school and may help 
mitigate the relationship between bullying and suicide attempts.61,62 Research has also found that young 
people are more likely to tell adults in their lives about bullying experiences if those adults have 
communicated an intolerance for bullying, suggesting that supportive adults can act in concrete ways that 
may make young people more likely to disclose their bullying experiences.63 

Supportive adults can also be helpful in 
instances of relationship violence. 
Adolescents who have supportive adults 
who they feel comfortable talking with 
about relationship violence are more likely 
to be open to seeking help about intimate 
partner violence from others.64 Steiner and 
colleagues found that school connectedness, 
which includes closeness with school staff, 
was associated with reduced likelihood of 
experiencing various forms of relationship 
violence in adulthood, indicating that 
supportive adult connections may have 
long-term protective benefits for youth.65  

While adverse childhood experiences such 
as abuse or neglect are associated with a 
substantially elevated risk of depression in 
adulthood, Lee et al. found that having high 
levels of social support in childhood, which 
includes connections to trusted adults, cuts 
this risk increase roughly in half.66 Similarly, 
having a higher degree of connectedness to 
school, including to school staff, may lessen 
the influence of early adversities on sexual 
and reproductive health outcomes – 
reducing the likelihood of outcomes 
including sexual initiation and teen 
pregnancy.67  

 
ii For more information and practice-oriented guidance, please refer to Activate resources such as Sexual cyberbullying research 
summary, Healthy romantic relationships and youth well-being, A research-based question and answer resource on intimate partner and teen 
dating violence for youth-supporting professionals, and Seven dimensions of access to sexual and reproductive health care for youth. 

https://activatecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/AR2-25_Sexual-Cyberbullying-Research-Summary_R25final2.pdf
https://activatecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/AR2-25_Sexual-Cyberbullying-Research-Summary_R25final2.pdf
https://activatecenter.org/resource/healthy-romantic-relationships-and-youth-well-being
https://activatecenter.org/resource/a-research-based-question-and-answer-resource-on-intimate-partner-and-teen-dating-violence-for-youth-supporting-professionals/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/a-research-based-question-and-answer-resource-on-intimate-partner-and-teen-dating-violence-for-youth-supporting-professionals/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/seven-dimensions-of-access-to-sexual-and-reproductive-health-care-for-youth
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Supporting the basic conditions for well-being 
Supportive adults can help young people by connecting them 
to the basic services, resources, and social connections that 
support well-being, such as stable housing,68 coordinated 
care,69 and placement stability if in foster care.70 Compared 
with their peers, young people who experience homelessness, 
the child welfare system, the justice system, or disconnection 
from school and work may experience more interruptions to 
stable housing, coordinated care, placement stability, and 
other supports that shape well-being.71,72 As such, these young 
people may need additional support for their sexual and 
reproductive health and their mental health. 

Importantly, youth-supporting professionals may advocate for 
young people to receive evidence-based services that can 
support both sexual and reproductive health and mental 
health. Existing research suggests that a range of supportive 
services and interventions can help promote positive sexual 
and reproductive health outcomes for young people. For 
instance, Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care placement 
has been associated with lower rates of pregnancy over time 
for youth in foster care, with researchers emphasizing the role 
of mentorship, guidance, and attention in supporting the well-
being of teen mothers and their infants.73 A systematic review 
of 23 studies focused on preventing rapid repeat pregnancy 
among adolescents in foster care also found that the most 
promising approaches were those that included a case 
management component, possibly suggesting benefits of 
relationships with youth-supporting professionals like 
caseworkers.74  

Access to care is also critical for young people’s sexual and 
reproductive health.75,76 Offiong and colleagues describe different dimensions of access to sexual and 
reproductive health care in detail and offer a tool for assessing the landscape of sexual and reproductive 
health care providers in communities.77 A systematic review of five studies on preventing rapid repeat 
pregnancies for broader groups of young people found that access to evidence-based health care services 
was protective, and promoted the use of contraception or family planning.78 Other research has found that 
access to school-based sex education can have positive impacts on sexual and reproductive health 
behaviors, such as delaying sexual initiation and increasing condom use,79 including for young people 
impacted by the juvenile justice or child welfare systems.80 Supportive adults may also provide young people 
with encouragement to access health care, or even go with them to medical appointments.81 

Regarding mental health, researchers have found success with school-based interventions to reduce self-
harm and suicidal behaviors.82 Researchers who reviewed 17 studies found mixed evidence for 
effectiveness of psychosocial interventions to boost mental health for pregnant and parenting adolescents, 
finding small but positive benefits for general mental health and school attendance,83 which may be 
particularly relevant for youth-supporting professionals who work with young people who are disconnected 
from work and school. Overall, however, the researchers concluded that there is a critical need for more 
research in this area.84 Other gaps in research include best practices for promoting mental health among 
youth incarcerated in detention facilities.85 While limited, available evidence suggests that youth-
supporting professionals who work with young people involved in the juvenile justice system should be 

Strategies to support basic conditions 
for young people’s well-being:  

• Provide holistic, evidence-based 
services to young parents in foster 
care that include mentorship, 
guidance, and attention to both 
young parents’ and infant’s well-
being. 

• Incorporate case management into 
services, and support case 
managers to build trusting, 
collaborative relationships with 
young people. 

• Increase young people’s access to 
relevant, evidence-based health 
care services, including mental 
health services. 

• Ensure young people’s 
fundamental needs, such as access 
to stable shelter and food, are met. 

• Create space and opportunity for 
young people to build positive peer 
social connections. 

https://activatecenter.org/resource/identifying-accessible-sexual-and-reproductive-health-resources-in-your-community/
https://activatecenter.org/resource/identifying-accessible-sexual-and-reproductive-health-resources-in-your-community/
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informed about mental health broadly and also promote collaboration between juvenile justice and mental 
health care systems.86 

Finally, youth-supporting professionals may be able to support young people in developing or maintaining 
other social connections that may support their well-being (e.g., positive family members, peers, or 
community members). Hardy and colleagues, for example, studied the social support networks of youth 
experiencing homelessness. They found that those youth who were frequently in contact with their support 
network, and whose networks could provide high quality support, had greater resilience and felt more relief 
from engaging their networks for help.87 Similarly, a study of young people experiencing homelessness who 
had a mental illness found having supportive social relationships and a sense of belonging in the community 
contributed to mental health recovery.88 

Conclusion 
Together, the research summarized here suggests that supportive adult connections can be an important 
protective factor for young people’s mental health and sexual and reproductive health. Supportive adults 
can help young people feel connected, access needed services and resources, and navigate risks that may 
affect their well-being. For tips on how to be a supportive adult who helps young people build strengths and 
well-being in these important areas of health, refer to this practical guide: A Practice Guide for Promoting 
Youth Mental Health and Sexual and Reproductive Health as a Supportive Adult.  

Methods 
We developed this research summary using a multi-step, iterative literature search process, described 
below.  

Step 1: Preliminary academic literature search 
First, we conducted searches using PubMed and Google Scholar to identify research published since 2015 
on 1) risk and protective factors for mental health and teen pregnancy and 2) studies that assessed both 
mental health and teen pregnancy. These searches prioritized review articles (e.g., systematic reviews, 
meta-analyses, conceptual models). An example search is as follows: 

("teen pregnancy" OR "adolescent pregnancy" OR "teen birth" OR "adolescent birth" OR "teen 
childbearing" OR "adolescent childbearing") AND (("risk factor" OR "protective factor") OR ("conceptual 
framework" OR "conceptual model" OR "systematic review" OR "scoping review" OR "meta-analysis")) 

We also conducted searches using simple terms related to Activate’s focal populations (e.g., “pregnancy and 
juvenile justice”) in Google Scholar.  

Altogether, the academic literature search resulted in 466 articles being considered for possible relevance. 
We screened titles of all articles and excluded 71 articles, resulting in 394 potentially relevant articles. Next, 
we reviewed abstracts of each article and excluded: 1) biomedical research, 2) research focused on 
countries outside of the U.S. or Canada, and 3) articles lacking relevance to influences on adolescent mental 
health or sexual and reproductive health, or the interrelationship between mental health and sexual and 
reproductive health. This abstract screening process eliminated 295 articles. We then conducted full-text 
reviews of the remaining 99 articles, ultimately keeping 51 articles. Of these, 35% (18 articles) focused on or 
discussed supportive adult connections, leading to this research summary being narrowed to focus on this 
key protective factor. 



 

8  Supportive Adult Connections, Teen Pregnancy, and Youth Mental Health 

Step 2: Supplemental academic literature search 
We supplemented the broad search of academic literature with additional targeted searches as needed 
throughout the writing process. These included searches using specific terminology (e.g., mentor “mental 
health” adolescent), reviews of reference lists in other studies, and identifying studies already known to the 
authors. These supplemental activities resulted in the identification of 36 potentially relevant studies. Of 
these, 26 received full-text review, and 15 were relevant to this research summary’s focus on supportive 
adult connections.   

Step 3: Gray literature search 
We reviewed reports, briefs, and other resources from federal, non-governmental, and practitioner-
oriented organizations, such as Casey Family Programs, National Network for Youth, the National 
Mentoring Resource Center, and the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. We conducted 
a high-level scan of 28 resources published by 18 organizations; of these, eight resources were relevant to 
the research summary’s focus on supportive adult connections. 
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