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Power of Protective Factors 
for Minnesota Youth 
Findings From the 2025 Minnesota Student Survey 

Introduction 

Protective factors are characteristics (e.g., caring relationships, feeling safe) that precede and 

are associated with a lower likelihood of a wide range of negative outcomes such as substance 

use and mental health issues. Risk factors, on the other hand, are characteristics associated 

with a higher likelihood of negative outcomes. 

Risk and protective factors are not evenly or equitably distributed; some youth experience a greater 

number of risk factors while simultaneously experiencing fewer protective factors. Further, risk 

and protective factors can have a cumulative effect on the development, or reduced development, 

of behavioral health issues. Protective factors can buffer the impact of risk factors (Mackin et al., 

2012; Strategic Prevention Technical Assistance Center, 2024). 

Protective factors from the Minnesota Student Survey 

The Minnesota Student Survey (MSS) is a valuable source of data on a range of protective factors 

from each social-ecological level: individual, family, peer, school, and community. The social-

ecological model allows us to consider the different contexts in which each protective factor 

exists and how they interact (McLeroy et al., 1988). 

 

Layering and strengthening relationships 

and interactions across settings--at home, 

in neighborhoods, at school and 

throughout the community-enhances 

youth protective factors, just like dressing 

in layers before heading out into the wintry 

weather offers cumulative protection. 
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Prevalence of protective factors 

In 2025, 87,888 Minnesota students in 8th, 9th, and 11th grade took the MSS. The majority of 

students (90% or more) said they feel safe in their neighborhood, feel their parents care about 

them “very much” or “quite a bit”, and feel safe at school. Less than half reported a positive 

sense of identity and feeling that adults in their community care about them “very much” or 

“quite a bit.” See the appendix for definitions of each factor. Rates for all factors improved from 

2022 to 2025 (Figure 1). 

1. 8th, 9th, and 11th grade student responses regarding protective factors, 2022 & 2025 

Factor 2022 2025 

Individual factors   

Positive identity 32% 45% 

Social competency 48% 59% 

Empowerment 52% 64% 

Family factors   

Feel parents care 87% 92% 

Feel other relatives care 74% 84% 

Can talk to parents about problems 80% 85% 

Peer factors   

Feel friends care 73% 80% 

Develop trusting relationships with peers during out of school time activities 64% 73% 

School factors   

Educational engagement 60% 67% 

Feel teachers and other school staff care 39% 49% 

Feel safe at school 86% 90% 

Community factors   

Feel adults in the community care 29% 45% 

Develop trusting relationships with adults during out of school time activities 51% 67% 

Feel safe in the neighborhood 96% 97% 

Source. 2022 & 2025 Minnesota Student Survey  
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Power of protective factors 

Each of the protective factors are associated with lower rates of marijuana use and suicidal 

ideation. For example, students who say they can talk to their parents about their problems are 

three times less likely to report past-month marijuana use and over four times less likely to report 

past-year suicidal ideation compared to students who say they cannot talk to their parents 

(Figure 2). While not shown here, similar associations are seen with past month alcohol and 

nicotine use, and past two-week depression and anxiety symptoms. 

2. Associations with marijuana use and suicidal ideation, 2025 

Factor 
Past month 

marijuana use 
Past year  

suicidal ideation 

Individual factors   

Positive identity 3 times less likely 5 times less likely 

Social competency 5.9 times less likely 3.2 times less likely 

Empowerment 3.5 times less likely 4.8 times less likely 

Family factors   

Feel parents care 4 times less likely 5 times less likely 

Feel other relatives care 3 times less likely 4.2 times less likely 

Can talk to parents about problems 3 times less likely 4.3 times less likely 

Peer factors   

Feel friends care 2.3 times less likely 2.7 times less likely 

Develop trusting relationships with peers during out of 
school time activities 

2 times less likely 2.3 times less likely 

School factors   

Educational engagement 3.5 times less likely 2 times less likely 

Feel teachers and other school staff care 3 times less likely 2.6 times less likely 

Feel safe at school 2.3 times less likely 3.6 times less likely 

Community factors   

Feel adults in the community care 3 times less likely 3.3 times less likely 

Develop trusting relationships with adults during out of 
school time activities 

2 times less likely 2.5 times less likely 

Feel safe in the neighborhood 2.8 times less likely 3.1 times less likely 

Source. 2025 Minnesota Student Survey  
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Cumulative impact 

About 3 in 5 Minnesota students (63%) experienced at least 10 of the 14 protective factors, and 

nearly one out of three students (31%) experienced at least five protective factors. Six percent 

of students (5,043 students) experienced four or fewer protective factors (Figure 3). 

3. Number of protective factors experienced by Minnesota 8 th, 9th, and 11th graders, 2025 

 

Source. 2025 Minnesota Student Survey 

The percentage of Minnesota students reporting past-month marijuana use decreases as the 

number of protective factors in young people’s lives increases. The association is even stronger 

for past-year suicidal ideation (Figure 4). 

4. Number of protective factors experienced by Minnesota 8 th, 9th, and 11th graders, 2025 

 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 

The percentage of students reporting past-year suicidal ideation in 2025 increased by the number 

of ACEs experienced, from three percent among students with no ACEs to 39% among students 

with four or more ACEs. Protective factors can help mitigate the risk. Among students with four 

or more ACEs, those with 10 or more protective factors were three times less likely to report 

past-year suicidal ideation compared to those with four or fewer protective factors. 
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Resources 

You can find data on protective factors for young people from the following sources: 

• Minnesota Department of Education’s Minnesota Student Survey Reports 2013-2025. 

Search for data by district or county, and filter by grade level and demographics. 

https://pub.education.mn.gov/MDEAnalytics/DataTopic.jsp?TOPICID=242 

• Minnesota Department of Health’s Adverse Childhood Experiences Data. Use the 

Protective Factors module to search for data by school district. 

https://www.health.state.mn.us/communities/ace/data/index.html 

• Substance Use in Minnesota. Search by location to see all data for your county, or search 

by topic and select Shared Risk & Protective Factors. https://www.sumn.org/ 

• Minnesota Compass. Find data on school-age children from the MSS as well as other data 

sources. Data can be filtered by county. 

https://www.mncompass.org/topics/demographics/age/school-age-children?connection-to-

caring-adults#1-3661-g 

References 

Mackin, J., Perkins, T., and Furrer, C. (2012). The power of protection: a population-based 

comparison of Native and non-Native youth suicide attempters. American Indian Alaska Native 

Mental Health Research; 19(2): 20-54. 

McLeroy, K. R., Bibeau, D., Steckler, A., & Glanz, K. (1988). An ecological perspective on 

health promotion programs. Health Education Quarterly, 15(4), 351-377. 

Search Institute (2004). The Developmental Assets Profile. Minneapolis: Author. Copyright © 

2004 by Search Institute (www.search-institute.org) 

Strategic Prevention Technical Assistance Center. (2024). Risk and protective factors for 

substance use that present in childhood. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration (SAMSHA). https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/sptac-risk-protective-

factors-substance-misuse-childhood.pdf (pdf file will open) 

Appendix 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs): ACEs are stressful or traumatic experiences, 

including abuse, neglect, and a range of household dysfunction. ACE scores are calculated by 

adding up the number of adverse experiences reported by each student (from 0 to 8): 

• Having a parent/guardian who is currently in jail, and/or has ever been in jail 

• Living with someone who drinks too much alcohol 

https://pub.education.mn.gov/MDEAnalytics/DataTopic.jsp?TOPICID=242
https://www.health.state.mn.us/communities/ace/data/index.html
https://www.sumn.org/
https://www.mncompass.org/topics/demographics/age/school-age-children?connection-to-caring-adults#1-3661-g
https://www.mncompass.org/topics/demographics/age/school-age-children?connection-to-caring-adults#1-3661-g
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/sptac-risk-protective-factors-substance-misuse-childhood.pdf
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/sptac-risk-protective-factors-substance-misuse-childhood.pdf


 

6 

• Living with someone who uses illegal drugs or abuses prescription drugs 

• Living with someone who is depressed or has any other mental health issues 

• Having been verbally abused by a parent or adult in the household 

• Having been physically abused by a parent or adult in the household 

• Witnessing domestic abuse of parents/adults in household 

• Having been sexually abused by an older or stronger family member and/or an adult or 

other person outside the family 

Can talk to a parent or guardian about problems: Students were asked which adults they can 

talk to about problems they are having. Response options included: parent or guardian, adult at 

school, some other adult, and "I don't have any adults I can talk to about problems I am having." 

Educational engagement: Students with greater educational engagement reported that they 

care about doing well in school, pay attention in class and go to class prepared most or all of the 

time. In addition, more engaged students strongly agreed or agreed that if something interests 

them, they try to learn more about it; the things they learn in school are useful; and being a 

student is one of the most important parts of who they are. Each item is scored on a scale from 

1 to 4, then the six items are summed. Students with a score of 18 or more have greater 

educational engagement.  

Empowerment: For each of the three MSS items below, students could respond with: not at all 

or rarely, somewhat or sometimes, very or often, or extremely or almost always. Items were 

scored on a scale from 1 to 4, summed and averaged. Students with an average score of at 

least 3 were considered to have greater empowerment.  

• I feel valued and appreciated by others 

• I am included in family tasks and decisions 

• I am given useful roles and responsibilities 

Feel adults in community care: Students who feel other adults in the community care about 

them very much or quite a bit, as compared to some, a little or not at all. 

Feel friends care: Students who feel their friends care about them very much or quite a bit, as 

compared to some, a little or not at all. 

Feel other relatives care: Students who feel other adult relatives care about them very much 

or quite a bit, as compared to some, a little or not at all. 

Feel parents care: Students who feel their parents care about them very much or quite a bit, as 

compared to some, a little or not at all. 

Feel safe at school: Students who strongly agree or agree that they feel safe at school. 

Feel safe in neighborhood: Students who strongly agree or agree that they feel safe in their 

neighborhood. 



 

 

Feel school staff and teachers care: Students who feel teachers and other adults at school 

care about them very much or quite a bit, as compared to some, a little or not at all. 

Positive identity: For each of the six MSS items below, students could respond with: not at all 

or rarely, somewhat or sometimes, very or often, or extremely or almost always. Items were scored 

on a scale from 1 to 4, summed and averaged. Students with an average score of at least 3 were 

considered to have greater positive identity. 

• I feel in control of my life and future 

• I feel good about myself 

• I feel good about my future 

• I deal with disappointment without getting too upset 

• I find ways to deal with the things that are hard in my life 

• I am thinking about what my purpose in life is  

Social competency: For each of the eight MSS items below, students could respond with: not 

at all or rarely, somewhat or sometimes, very or often, or extremely or almost always. Items were 

scored on a scale from 1 to 4, summed and averaged. Students with an average score of at 

least 3 were considered to have greater social competency. 

• I say no to things that are dangerous or unhealthy 

• I build friendships with other people 

• I express my feelings in proper ways 

• I plan ahead and make good choices 

• I stay away from bad influences 

• I resolve conflicts without anyone getting hurt 

• I accept people who are different from me 

• I am sensitive to the needs and feelings of others 

* Positive identity, social competence, and empowerment are categories of skills and behaviors based on a Search Institute 

framework of adolescent development. 

For more information 

For more information about this report, 
contact Melissa Adolfson at Wilder Research, 
Melissa.Adolfson@wilder.org. 
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