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Safe, supportive relationships are critical for helping young people 
thrive. These can—and ideally should—include positive relationships 
with peers and family members. However, they can also include 
relationships with supportive adults outside the family, including 
youth-supporting professionals. Research suggests that young people 
who have supportive adults in their lives benefit greatly from these 
relationships. For example, young people who have supportive non-
parental adults in their lives tend to experience better sexual and 
reproductive health outcomes,1,2 have better social and emotional 
development,3 and develop fewer depressive symptoms.4 

This guide offers research-informed strategies for youth-supporting 
professionals to actively and intentionally promote young people’s 
mental health and help prevent unintended teen pregnancy and 
negative sexual and reproductive health outcomes. It is relevant to all 
youth-supporting professionals, including those who support youth 
who experience homelessness, the child welfare system, the justice system, 
and/or disconnection from school and work. Young people with these 
experiences are more likely to face challenges accessing mental health and 
sexual and reproductive health resources.5,6,7,8 

This guide: 

• Describes research-informed ways of being a supportive adult to young 
people 

• Presents common challenges young people may face and explains how 
supportive adults can help address them 

• Provides high-level guidance for being a supportive adult 

  

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). 

Importantly:  
• Some young people may have had negative or even traumatic 

experiences with systems and youth-supporting professionals. 

• Youth-supporting professionals and young people may have differing 
values, perceptions, and definitions related to “safety” and “support.” 

• Young people may need time before they perceive youth-supporting 
professionals as safe and supportive adults. 
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Tips for Being a Supportive Adult 
The ways adults engage with young people are critical for helping to promote positive outcomes.9 Applying 
practices aligned with trauma-informed, strengths-based approaches to working with young people is 
helpful for building engagement and promoting well-being.10,11 Below are five research-informed tips on 
how to be a supportive adult for young people, with “dos,” “don’ts,” and reminders for each tip. 

https://activatecenter.org/resource/ supportive-adult-connections-teen-pregnancy-and-youth-mental-health/
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Ways Supportive Adults Can Help Youth Address 
Challenges 
While these tips can support work with all young people, some young people face challenges that can 
increase their risk for both poor mental health as well as unintended pregnancy and related reproductive 
health outcomes. Supportive adults cannot solve all challenges. However, they can play key roles in 
addressing challenges by: 1) noticing warning signs, 2) talking with young people about their experiences, 
and 3) encouraging decisions that promote safety and well-being. 
 

Example of 
challenge 

Noticing warning 
signs 

Talking with young 
people about their 
experiences 

Encouraging decisions that 
promote safety and well-being 

What you might notice: How to bring it up: How you can respond: 

Unsafe or 
unhealthy 
romantic 
relationships12,13 

Frequent fights or 
breakups; isolation 
from others; fear of 
partner’s emotions or 
responses; repeatedly 
shifting blame for 
conflict to themselves 

“What feels good 
about the 
relationship, and 
what feels hard?” 

“Would you say that 
your relationship 
feels the way you 
want it to?” 

“Would it be helpful 
if I shared a few 
websites about 
different dynamics in 
teen relationships?”  

Meet young people where they are: In 
general, follow young people’s lead 
in terms of how they describe and 
label their relationships, rather than 
telling them that their relationship is 
unhealthy. 

Identify resources: Offer to connect 
them with community and online 
resources; share information about 
healthy relationships and 
boundaries. Offer young people 
contact information for domestic 
violence resources if needed. 

Build strengths: When appropriate 
and with the young person’s 
knowledge, help identify safe adults 
or services for additional support. 

Bullying 
victimization 
and associated 
psychological 
distress or 
sexual and 
reproductive 
health 
outcomes14,15,16 

Reluctance to attend 
school or other 
settings with peers; 
references to having 
issues on social media  

“Has anybody been 
giving you trouble at 
school—students or 
staff? How about 
online?” 

“Is there a teacher or 
other adult at school 
who you trust?”  

“What is something 
you wish you could 
change or improve 
about what it’s like 
at your school?” 

Help create a safer network: When 
appropriate, discuss options for 
involving school staff or other 
trusted adults; discuss how young 
people can use location or privacy 
settings to protect themselves 
online. 

Build strengths: Ask about 
supportive online and real-life 
peers. Create or connect young 
people with spaces to socialize with 
peers (e.g., after-school program 
partners). 
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Example of 
challenge 

Noticing warning 
signs 

Talking with young 
people about their 
experiences 

Encouraging decisions that 
promote safety and well-being 

What you might notice: How to bring it up: How you can respond: 

Barriers to 
accessing 
physical or 
mental health 
care 
services17.18,19  

Missed appointments; 
reluctance to seek 
care; concerns about 
cost; uncertainty 
about how to find an 
appropriate provider; 
worries that a parent 
or caregiver will not 
allow them to seek 
care or will be upset if 
they seek care 

“Is there anything 
that makes it hard 
for you to get to your 
appointments?”  

“Would you like to 
brainstorm options 
for getting you to 
your next 
appointment?” 

“Do you want to 
know more about 
how therapy works?” 

Offer practical help: When 
appropriate, assist with 
transportation or scheduling; 
provide information about 
community resources; help young 
people with disabilities find needed 
accommodations. 

Build strengths: If desired, work with 
young people before appointments 
to help build confidence and self-
advocacy; debrief after 
appointments to ensure needs are 
met. 

Concluding Guidelines 
Being a supportive adult for a young person does not require you to solve all the challenges young people 
are facing. Supportive adults can make a difference for young people by:  

• Checking in 

• Creating safe and supportive spaces for open conversation 

• Providing reassurance and accurate information 

• Making connections to resources and support 

• Consistently recognizing and building on young people’s strengths 

Find more resources to help with each of these on Activate’s website.   

https://activatecenter.org/


 
 
 

A Practice Guide for Promoting Youth Mental Health and Sexual and Reproductive Health as a Supportive Adult  7 

 

Acknowledgements  
The authors would like to thank the many contributors to this resource. Experts who informed the resource 
include Morrigan Hunter, MA MSW; Amandalyn Stallings; and Shakira Washington, PhD. We also thank 
other Activate project team members who assisted in the development of this resource, including Mindy 
Scott, Principal Investigator, Amy Dworsky, co-Principal Investigator; and April Wilson, Project Director. 
We are grateful for the contributions of Child Trends staff to this resource, including Matthew Rivas-Koehl, 
Kristen Harper, Alana Ward, Marta Alvira-Hammond, Olga Morales, Catherine Nichols, Brent Franklin, and 
Stephen Russ. 

Suggested citation: Beckwith, S., Mihalec-Adkins, B. P., Huang, L. A., Smith, S., & Tallant, J. (2026). A practice 
guide for promoting youth mental health and sexual and reproductive health as a supportive adult. Child Trends. 

About the Authors  
Samuel Beckwith is a research scientist at Child Trends. 

Brittany P. Mihalec-Adkins is a research scientist at Child Trends. 

Lee Ann Huang is a senior researcher at Chapin Hall. 

Shaniah Smith is a senior project manager at Child Trends and the project manager of Activate. 

Julia Tallant is a research analyst at Child Trends and the Research Explorer lead for Activate. 

This project is supported by the Office of Population Affairs of the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS) as part of a financial assistance award totaling $4,384,000 with 100 percent funded by 
OPA/OASH/HHS. The contents are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent the official views 
of, nor an endorsement by, OPA/OASH/HHS or the U.S. government. For more information, please visit 
https://opa.hhs.gov. 

 
 

 

  

https://opa.hhs.gov/


 
 
 

A Practice Guide for Promoting Youth Mental Health and Sexual and Reproductive Health as a Supportive Adult  8 

References 
 

1 Dang, M. T., Conger, K. J., Breslau, J., & Miller, E. (2014). Exploring protective factors among homeless youth: The role of natural 
mentors. Journal of Health Care for the Poor and Underserved, 25(3), 1121-1138. 
2 Ojukwu, E., Bawafaa, E., McKay, E., Grewal, H., Afsah, S., Singh, S., & Saewyc, E. (2024). Teen pregnancy involvement among African, 
Caribbean and Black adolescent boys and girls: A scoping review. BMJ Open, 14(6), e078085. 
3 Van Dam, L., Smit, D., Wildschut, B., Branje, S. J. T., Rhodes, J. E., Assink, M., & Stams, G. J. J. (2018). Does natural mentoring matter? A 
multilevel meta‐analysis on the association between natural mentoring and youth outcomes. American Journal of Community 
Psychology, 62(1-2), 203-220. 
4 DeWit, D. J., DuBois, D., Erdem, G., Larose, S., & Lipman, E. L. (2016). The role of program-supported mentoring relationships in 
promoting youth mental health, behavioral and developmental outcomes. Prevention Science, 17(5), 646-657. 
5 Beckwith, S., Rivas-Koehl, D., DeCoursey, J., Griffin, A., Naylon, K., Rivas-Koehl, M., Rust, K., & Scott, M. E. (2025). Sexual and 
reproductive health among youth who experience the justice system [Data summary]. Child Trends. 
6 Griffin, A.M., Rivas-Koehl, M., Rust, K. V., Beckwith, S., Naylon, K., Scott, M. E., & DeCoursey, J. (2025). Sexual and reproductive health 
among youth experiencing homelessness [Data summary]. Child Trends. 
7 Rivas-Koehl, M., Naylon, K., Rivas-Koehl, D., Beckwith, S., DeCoursey, J., Griffin, A., Rust, K., & Scott, M. E. (2025). Sexual and 
reproductive health among youth who experience the child welfare system [Data summary]. Child Trends. 
8 Welti, K., Beckwith, S. & Murphy, K. (2022). Understanding the sexual and reproductive health of opportunity youth. Child 
Trends. https://activatecenter.org/resource/understanding-sexual-reproductive-health-opportunity-youth 
9 Van Dam, L., Smit, D., Wildschut, B., Branje, S. J. T., Rhodes, J. E., Assink, M., & Stams, G. J. J. (2018). Does natural mentoring matter? A 
multilevel meta‐analysis on the association between natural mentoring and youth outcomes. American Journal of Community 
Psychology, 62(1-2), 203-220. 
10 Kisiel, C., Guarnaccia, U., Pinkerton, L., Garibaldi, P., & Agosti, J. (2024). Empowering transition age youth through trauma-informed, 
strengths-based, youth-centered, and anti-racist practices: Implementation of a virtual breakthrough series collaborative. Children & 
Youth Services Review, 163. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107682 
11 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA]. (2026). Trauma-informed principles and programs. SAMHSA. 
https://www.samhsa.gov/mental-health/trauma-violence/trauma-informed-approaches-programs 
12 Piolanti, A., Waller, F., Schmid, I. E., & Foran, H. M. (2023). Long-term adverse outcomes associated with teen dating violence: A 
systematic review. Pediatrics, 151(6), e2022059654. 
13 Castellví, P., Miranda‐Mendizábal, A., Parés‐Badell, O., Almenara, J., Alonso, I., Blasco, M. J., ... & Alonso, J. (2017). Exposure to 
violence, a risk for suicide in youths and young adults. A meta‐analysis of longitudinal studies. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 135(3), 
195-211. 
14 Giuliani, A., Petruccelli, I., & D’Urso, G. (2025). Longitudinal evidence on peer victimisation and persistent mental health outcomes in 
youth: A systematic review. Behavioral Sciences, 15(12), 1734. 
15 Hartmann, M., Stoner, M., Ramirez, C. G., Browne, E. N., Jaime-Aguilar, A., Rodriguez, D., ... & Minnis, A. (2025). Technology-facilitated 
abuse as a risk factor for STI and pregnancy in early adulthood: evidence from Latine adolescents in California. Reproductive 
Health, 22(1), 166. 
16 Wood Jr, F. R., & Graham, R. (2020). “Safe” and “at-risk”: Cyberbullying victimization and deviant health risk behaviors in youth. Youth 
& Society, 52(3), 449-468. 
17 Singh, S., Verma, U., Singh, I. J. S., & Garg, R. (2025). Meta-analysis on teen age pregnancy and contraception awareness: A systematic 
review. EC Gynaecology, 14(6), 01-09. 
18 Hendrick, C. E., Cone, J. N., Cirullo, J., & Maslowsky, J. (2020). Determinants of long-acting reversible contraception (LARC) initial and 
continued use among adolescents in the United States. Adolescent Research review, 5(3), 243-279. 
19 Offiong, A., Tallant, J., Rust, K., Wulah, A., Huang, L.A., & Dworsky, A. (2024). Seven dimensions of access to sexual and reproductive 
health care for youth. Child Trends. https://activatecenter.org/resource/seven-dimensions-of-access-to-sexual-and-reproductive-
health-care-for-youth 

https://activatecenter.org/resource/understanding-sexual-reproductive-health-opportunity-youth
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107682
https://www.samhsa.gov/mental-health/trauma-violence/trauma-informed-approaches-programs
https://activatecenter.org/resource/seven-dimensions-of-access-to-sexual-and-reproductive-health-care-for-youth
https://activatecenter.org/resource/seven-dimensions-of-access-to-sexual-and-reproductive-health-care-for-youth



