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Introduction: Framing the Interdisciplinary Question

Adolescent mental health represents a serious public health concern in which reproductive
rights and access to care become a critical factor. Many of the policies surrounding abortion and
contraception in Virginia have a direct, or very strong, indirect impact on whether adolescents
are able to make their own healthy choices. These policies can shape not only physical health but
also emotional well-being, self-determination, and even opportunities later in life. Therefore, the
central question becomes: What state policy regarding abortion and contraception services
would best help Virginia protect adolescents' mental health? So this question requires a
comprehensive, interdisciplinary analysis that draws from public health, psychology, sociology,

legal studies, and ethics.

Adolescents are in a unique position to confront barriers to reproductive services. The stigma
around abortion and contraception, further influenced by policy restrictions, can increase stress,
anxiety, and other mental health concerns. Furthermore, adolescents from already vulnerable
groups may be at greater risk due to socioeconomic and cultural issues. These multifaceted
problems require a holistic approach, merging different areas of knowledge to develop

supportive policies for adolescent mental health and well-being.

Interdisciplinary Approach
Addressing adolescent mental health in the context of abortion and contraception policy in
Virginia is interdisciplinary, given the complex legal, social, and health-related factors involved.

Abortion policy in Virginia is governed by restrictive and convoluted legal code. Generally, the
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state prohibits abortion after viability unless three physicians certify that continuing the
pregnancy would result in death or impair the pregnant person's mental or physical health.
Moreover, abortions must be carried out by licensed physicians in licensed hospitals. Virginia
law also creates more barriers by banning certain methods, such as dilation and extraction
(D&X), and restricting funding from public coffers for abortion care. Adolescents undergo
additional barriers to access, including parental notification and consent requirements, although
judicial bypass options do exist. Such legal barriers may lead to considerable delays and

emotional stress, heightening mental health risks for adolescents.

Adding another layer of restriction, Virginia's TRAP laws put strict facility, reporting, and
operational requirements on providers. Many violations of these regulations bring criminal
penalties, creating a chilling effect on providers and discouraging access to care. Many of these
TRAP provisions have been enjoined, yet their existence perpetuates a climate of uncertainty. On
the bright side, in 2020, many of these restrictions were repealed under the Reproductive Health
Protection Act: the mandatory waiting periods, biased counseling requirements, and also allowed
for APCs to provide abortion care. Despite this, there is no explicit constitutional or statutory
protection in Virginia that protects abortion. Events and symbolic measures, like the "Day of
Tears" resolution, are indicative of the policy preference for more restrictive abortion laws and

demonstrate how fragile reproductive rights are in the state.

After Roe v. Wade was overruled by the U.S. Supreme Court in June 2022, there was an important
shift. Since then, state legislation and access to abortion have differed greatly. However, Virginia has
taken action to protect access. Both a planned prohibition on public funding for abortion care and a nearly

complete ban on abortion were blocked by the General Assembly in February 2024. Along with
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increasing access to contraceptives, lawmakers also passed measures to protect abortion doctors and
patients. Although these initiatives show a dedication to maintaining access, abortion is not specifically

protected by law in Virginia and is nonetheless illegal beyond viability.

This is a constantly developing legal landscape, and this affects the accessibility of abortions
to adolescents in a timely and confidential manner. Legal restrictions, along with requirements
for parental consent or judicial authorization, can heighten stress and delay care, leading to
greater psychological trauma. Adolescents from poor communities may face increased
challenges of various kinds: logistical and financial barriers and stigma being just a few. The
national reproductive health crisis underscores the urgency of ensuring access to care, including

abortion, as a fundamental aspect of health and human rights.

With these complexities, there is a real need for an interdisciplinary approach: public health
provides data on how restrictions affect access and outcomes; psychology, the mental health
impacts of delayed or denied care; legal studies, the evolving legal landscape and procedural
barriers; sociology, the influence of social norms and stigma; and ethics, issues of autonomy and
justice. Together, these perspectives allow a wide framework for crafting policies that balance

legal compliance with the mental health needs and rights of adolescents in Virginia.

Literature Review

Once research is done, it seems to be a lot of consistent themes. Access to contraception and

abortion is associated with better mental health outcomes for adolescents. For example, one

study by Biggs et al. found that adolescents who were denied abortions were more likely to
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experience anxiety, depression, and economic hardship compared to those receiving the services
they sought. A study by the Guttmacher Institute in 2020 also notes that confidentiality in
contraceptive access is important for reducing unintended pregnancies and enhancing mental

health.

However, restrictive policies, such as parental consent laws, create significant barriers.
Vulnerable adolescents, especially those from abusive or unsupportive families, are
disproportionately harmed. They emphasize the need for policies that put first the autonomy and

confidentiality of adolescents.

Studies also illustrate the need for comprehensive sex education. The CDC has noted that the
more information about contraception and reproductive health provided to adolescents, the more
likely they are to have better mental health outcomes due to informed decision-making.
Comprehensive sex education reduces stigma and empowers adolescents to seek care when
needed.

The Disciplines

Public health provides an important perspective for evaluating the implications of abortion
legality and access to birth control. It examines the health outcomes of individuals and
communities. It was stated in an article that when abortion is safe and legally available, maternal
mortality rates tend to decrease (Latt et al., 2019). Similarly, access to birth control plays a big
role in helping individuals prevent unintended pregnancies and bettering their mental health.

Public health initiatives that address both legal abortion and accessible contraceptive methods
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aim to promote overall community health. By analyzing health outcome data, public health
researchers can inform policies that consider diverse reproductive choices and strive for health

equity.

Psychology addresses the psychological and emotional impacts of reproductive health
policies. The adolescents who are denied access to abortion and contraception are more likely to
suffer from increased anxiety, depression, and helplessness. Research evidence shows that
autonomy and control over reproductive decisions are crucial in promoting positive mental

health outcomes.

Legal studies deal with the constitutional and statutory boundaries of reproductive rights. In
Virginia, the laws that demand parental consent for abortions in the case of minors are a big
deterrent. Legal scholars debate how much the protection of minors is balanced against respect
for their self-determination. One potential solution is judicial bypass provisions, but they are

often complicated and intimidating.

Lastly, sociology would be the first approach that influences attitudes toward abortion and
birth control. There was some research that showed that in communities with strong support for
birth control, women are more likely to use contraception effectively, which can lead to lower
abortion rates (Rehnstrom Loi et al., 2019). Conversely, areas with stigma surrounding both
abortion and contraception often see higher rates of unintended pregnancies and, consequently,

abortions.



Jordan 7

The Challenges

Current policies in Virginia show a number of barriers to reproductive health services for
adolescents. Parental consent laws delay or prevent access to abortion, adding to the stress and
anxiety of adolescents. Also, the absence of understanding sex education leaves adolescents
without the necessary knowledge to make informed decisions. Socioeconomic and geographic

disparities in access to contraception are particularly pronounced in rural areas.

These barriers have great implications for mental health. Teens who cannot access care might
feel hopeless, isolated, and even fearful. In addition, the stigma associated with reproductive

health services leads to withdrawal and decreased self-esteem.

Evaluation

There are clear findings from previous research pertaining to the impacts of policy on
adolescent mental health surrounding abortion and contraception. Set against these are conflicts
and contests, particularly on the question of parental involvement, access to contraception, and
wider social implications stemming from policies of restriction. These conflicting perspectives
underline some of the challenging tensions needed to balance legal, ethical, and public health

considerations in this area.

Among the most contentious issues are parental involvement laws, requiring parental consent

or notification that a minor is seeking an abortion. In this regard, supporters of the law argue that
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it will encourage family communication, protect minors from life-altering decisions without
guidance, and also ensure parents are prepared to support their children through the process.
They also believe that parental involvement promotes moral and ethical decision-making,
especially in cases where adolescents may not be mature enough to understand the full

consequences of their choices.

Another highly debated area is access to contraception. Most community health professionals
view comprehensive sex education and widely available methods of contraception as key in the
prevention of unwanted pregnancies and safeguarding adolescents' mental health. The CDC said
that the more adolescents have access to correct information and contraceptive options, the more
likely they are to make responsible choices that will result in better health outcomes and lower

rates of anxiety and depression associated with unintended pregnancies.

Common Ground and Comprehensive Analysis

Despite these conflicts, there is some common ground. Most people agree that supporting
adolescents' overall well-being and making sure they have access to necessary health services is
important. Public health experts and mental health professionals tend to fight for policies that
balance adolescents' autonomy with appropriate safeguards, emphasizing the need for
comprehensive education, confidential access to care, and supportive resources. With this
common ground, policymakers can aim to create legislation that balances public health goals
with ethical considerations, better promoting optimal mental health outcomes for Virginia's

adolescents.
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Conclusion and Reflection

Therefore, a full policy framework of access, confidentiality, and education will offer the best
protection for Virginia's adolescents' mental health. The policy should ensure that adolescents
can make informed choices about their reproductive health free from coercive legal, financial, or
social obstacles. This includes protecting not only access to abortion and contraception but also
fostering an enabling environment in which adolescents are supported and able to seek care.
Confidentiality is especially important because the fear of disclosure may discourage young

people from seeking care that can help them avoid poor health consequences.

The integration of insights from public health, psychology, law, sociology, and ethics in
policy enables the decision-makers to address the complex factors influencing adolescents'
reproductive choices and mental health. Public health data underlines timely, equitable access to
care, while psychology underlines the mental health benefits of autonomy and supportive
environments. Legal analysis ensures that policies align with constitutional protections, and
sociology reveals the impact of stigma and cultural norms. Ethical considerations stress the
importance of respect for adolescents' autonomy. In this light, taking an interdisciplinary
approach to policy will allow the development of interventions that address adolescents' current
health needs while also promoting long-term well-being, mental health, and

empowerment—ultimately, healthier, empowered future generations.
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