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Project title: Researching the linkages between mental health and sexual and reproductive health to
develop an intervention for school learners in rural KwaZulu-Natal

Supervisor: Dr Natsayi Chimbindi

Research Area: Implementation Science

Background

Globally, it is estimated that one in seven (14%) of 10 - 19-year-olds experience mental health
conditions (WHO 2024), yet these remain largely unrecognised and untreated. In Africa Health
Research Institute’s (AHRI) rural setting, the prevalence of probable common mental disorders
among a representative sample of adolescent girls and young women was 22.2%, increasing steadily
from 10.1% among 13-year-old girls to 33.1% among 22-year-old women in 2017 (2). Understanding
the social, emotional, and behavioural factors that influence the mental health of young people is
becoming important, as there is evidence of high rates of mental health challenges among this
vulnerable population. Promotion of positive mental health among adolescents at a population level
is particularly important in low- and middle-income countries where access to mental health care is
poor (3). Evidence suggests that there is a bidirectional relationship between mental health and
adolescent sexual and reproductive health (SRH); hence, more population-based approaches are
needed to examine the various interconnected factors in young people’s lives that affect their
mental health and sexual and reproductive health. This PhD will describe the modifiable risk factors,
with a focus on sexual and reproductive health behaviours, and explore the bidirectional linkages
between SRH and mental health outcomes to develop school or community-based interventions to
promote mental health.

Research questions

1. What are the risk factors and drivers of poor mental health among school-going adolescents in
KwaZulu-Natal, and how are these linked to SRH?

2. What are the mental health coping strategies and care-seeking behaviours of adolescents in
KwaZulu-Natal?

3. What are the evidence-based interventions that improve SRH and mental health among
adolescents in low and middle-income countries, and how does the context and implementation
affect the mechanisms of these interventions?

4. What is the acceptability and feasibility of integrating mental health support within SRH
programming in this context?
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Methodology

This PhD will use mixed methods and consultative workshops to develop recommendations for an
intervention to promote positive mental and sexual and reproductive health among school-going
adolescents.

To answer the research questions:

e To answer research question 1, the student will analyse quantitative data from the Safer
Choices survey (2024-2025). The student will then discuss the findings of this analysis with
four focus groups of adolescents (two boys and two girls) to further interpret and validate
findings.

e To answer research question 2, the student will use qualitative semi-structured interviews
(approximately 10) and focus group discussions (approximately four) with male and female
adolescents.

e To answer research question 3, the student will conduct a systematic and realist review of
evidence-based interventions that improve SRH to explore the extent to which (and how)
mental health has been integrated into SRH programming.

e To answer research question 4, the student will develop recommendations for the
integration of mental health promotion into SRH programming and discuss these with
parents, school stakeholders, and adolescents in three consultative workshops.

Candidate requirements
The study will require a student to have experience in mixed methods approaches and analysis.
Candidates with a quantitative background are also welcome to apply.

e Masters in public health, psychology, or any other cognate subject
e Experience in working with young people
e Knowledge of the education system in South Africa or working in schools.
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