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The AAKOMA Project is a pioneering nonprofit founded by Dr. Alfiee focused 
on transforming mental health care for Youth and Young Adults of Color 
(YYAC). Our mission is grounded in 3 key principles: Raising Consciousness, 
Empowering People, and Changing the System of mental health to meet 
the needs of YYAC and their communities. Recognizing the significant gap 
in mental health research for YYAC and recognizing the critical need for 
better data to support better, more culturally responsive care, we launched 
the State of Mental Health of Youth and Young Adults of Color (SOMHYOC) 
in 2022. The 2025 SOMHYOC study features the voices of 8,651 YYAC 
from across the United States with respondents providing input on their 
mental health as well as their experiences with racial trauma, climate anxiety, 
political media content, social media use, resilience, and support systems. 
For more details on demographics and other findings, please see our 
Executive Summary, our social media @aakomaproject, our Full Report, and 
our website at https://aakomaproject.org/somhyoc2025.
This brief presents findings from Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and/
or Pacific Islander (AANHPI) youth and young adults, using classifications 
defined by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB, 2024; U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2024). 
The AANHPI community hails from more than 30 countries and territories 
across a vast and diverse geographic region including (but not limited to) 
East Asia, Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent, Hawaii, and the North 
Pacific Island region (APIGBV, 2019). People of the AANHPI community may 
identify with any race or ethnicity and represent a wide range of languages, 
religions, migration histories, and cultural traditions. We use the term 
AANHPI to respectfully align with the nomenclature most often associated 
with people of this community, recognizing their distinct histories, cultures, 
and social realities.
A hallmark of our work is our commitment to equitable sample sizes across 
all racial/ethnic groups included in our study. This is in stark contrast to 
typical studies in the field of mental health that seek only representative 
samples which frequently leaves AANHPI respondents undercounted (or, in 
some cases, not counted at all). For the 2025 SOMHYOC, AANHPI Youth 
and Young Adults comprised 16.9% of the study sample (n = 1,462); a 
sample representation that was not statistically different from almost all 
other ethnic groups in the study.

Background
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MENTAL HEALTH SYMPTOMS 
Overall, over half of AANHPI Youth and Young Adults (YYAs) 
reported experiencing moderate to severe levels of anxiety 
(59.0%) and depression (54.9%) symptoms in the week 
preceding survey completion. 

The top two anxiety symptoms reported by 
AANHPI YYAs were: 
1. feeling anxious, worried, or nervous, and 
2. �seeking reassurance from others due to worries. 
The top two reported depression symptoms were: 
1. having little interest or pleasure in doing things, and 
2. feeling tired or having little energy. 
Comparing AANHPI young adults (ages 18–25) to teens (ages 
13-17), 75.4% of young adults reported moderate to severe 
anxiety symptoms in contrast to 42.2% of teens. 

Close to a third of the respondents (31.2%) reported seriously 
considering suicide and 29.4% engaged in non-suicidal self-
injury (NSSI) in the prior year.

Further, nearly two out of three AANHPI YYAs reported 
experiencing a lack of belongingness (67.9%) several days—
or nearly every day—in the week prior to completing our 
survey. These findings are concerning as depression, anxiety, 
and interpersonal stressors (like a lack of belongingness) are 
known risk factors for ongoing suicide-related behavior (The 
Asian American Foundation, 2024). 

SOCIO-POLITICAL RISK FACTORS 
AANHPI YYAs reported exposure to racism-based violence  
in online spaces. Specifically, 40.3% reported being exposed  
to negative or harmful comments about their ethnicity,  
and 35.3% reported being personally bullied about their 
ethnic background.

UNMET MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS
While AANHPI YYAs report clinically significant mental  
health symptoms, 30.6% did not see a mental health 
professional, even though they needed one, in the year 
preceding survey completion.

Results
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PROTECTIVE FACTORS 
Despite the challenges faced by 
AANHPI YYAs, 60.4% reported 
feeling hopeful about their future.

60.4% are hopeful for their future
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The AAKOMA Project gathers and shares important information 
about the mental health of intersectional YYACs in the United States 
(inclusive of all YYAC like those with a disability and/or LGBTQIA+) to 
address gaps in knowledge about youth mental health.
The findings in this brief verify AANHPI groupwide struggles with mental 
illness, acknowledge the unmet mental health needs of this population, 
and recognize within group strengths and triumphs.

Our results represent point prevalence data (i.e., data collected at one 
time point instead of longitudinally) among a heterogeneous sample of 
young people. The AAKOMA Project takes pride in sharing the cultural 
wisdom of this group acknowledging that the AANHPI experience 
is shaped by factors including historical events, generational status, 
migration patterns and associated sociopolitical climate, marginalization 
beyond race and ethnicity (i.e., having a disability or identifying as 
LGBTQIA+), and length of time in the U.S. 

Given these complexities, more work is needed to fully understand and 
contextualize the mental health experiences and needs of intersectional 
AANHPI YYAs, but we are proud to offer this brief for increasing 
understanding of the needs of AANHPI YYAs as a start.

Notably, public perceptions of AANHPI communities in the U.S.  
have shifted over time with global events, changing national governance, 
and evolving domestic and foreign policy. For example, during the first 
Trump administration, racist national rhetoric around COVID-19 was 
linked to a rise in anti-Asian hate crimes (University of California, San 
Francisco, 2021). Systemic oppression—such as the internment of 
Japanese Americans during WWII, the ongoing struggle for Hawaiian 
sovereignty, and the criminalization and hyper-surveillance of South 
and Southeast Asian refugees through racial profiling—continues 
to impact the well-being of AANHPI communities (Baluran, 2023; 
Liu, 2022; National WWII Museum, n.d.). Additionally, generational 
differences, acculturation gaps between immigrant parents and their 
children, stressors related to transracial adoption, and culturally specific 
understandings of mental health all influence how AANHPI YYAs 
experience and navigate mental health challenges.

Stereotype-based narratives, such as the “model minority” myth and 
the “perpetual foreigner” trope, are toxic to the mental health of AANHPI 
YYAs, invalidating personal experiences, contributing to feelings of 
isolation, and impeding access to culturally responsive mental health care 
(Renehan, 2022). The “model minority” myth falsely communicates that 
AANHPI individuals are more industrious/successful than other groups of 
People of Color, reinforcing racial hierarchies and distorting within-group 
class and socioeconomic differences. Similarly, the “perpetual foreigner” 
stereotype (e.g., “Where are you really from?") reinforces the notion that 
certain people cannot naturally be from the United States. 

Such sociocultural and historical factors, along with racism (e.g., anti-
Asian), xenophobia (e.g., Sinophobia, anti-immigrant), Islamophobia, and 
harmful rhetoric (Keum, 2023; Lee et al., 2023; Polanco-Roman, 2021), 
could have influenced how participants responded to survey questions. 

Discussion
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The AAKOMA Project’s 2025 State of Mental 
Health of Youth and Young Adults of Color 
(SOMHYOC) report builds upon our seminal 2022 
research and reporting. Through our 2025 Full 
Report, we are strengthening the evidence base 
on youth mental health by filling a critical gap in 
the literature overall – the lack of representation 
of intersectional (inclusive of those with 
disabilities and/or who identify as LGBTQIA+) 
Young People of Color. 
The AAKOMA Project is 
grounded in three pillars—
Raising Consciousness, 
Empowering People, 
and Changing Systems 
and we operationalize 
our pillars in all facets 
of our work. Through 
Raising Consciousness, 
we increase awareness 
and understanding of 
mental health among 
YYAC, their caregivers, 
and their communities by 
actively listening to young 
people’s experiences, 
asking meaningful 
questions, and sharing the 
insights we gather with 
them in accessible ways. An example of how we 
operationalize this pillar with AANHPI YYAs and 
other YYAC, is through our ongoing partnerships 
and initiatives. We have worked closely with 
organizational partners like Asian Mental Health 
Collective and Asians for Mental Health on large 
scale projects including presentations, events, 
and mentoring; we incorporate and amplify 
AANHPI voices in the creation and dissemination 
of digital mental health content for youth through 
our youth leadership project Team AAKOMA; and 
we have spotlighted AANHPI expertise and lived 
experience through our seminal 2023 SOMHYOC 
online launch event, Revelations: Uncovering 
Truths about the Mental Health of Youth and 
Young Adults of Color.
Through our pillar of Empowering People, we 
inform and equip AANHPI, other YYAC, and their 
caregivers with culturally responsive information, 

tools, and resources to help them manage their 
mental health. One such initiative included 
our collaborative work with Asian Mental 
Health Collective mentoring and sponsoring 
the Hidden Healers as part of the 2022 MTV/
Biden-Harris Administration Youth (Mental 
Health) Action Forum. We mentored this group 
from their inception and have helped to shape 
their brilliance, guide their endeavors, and offer 
tangible support (like funding) to their goals and 

objectives, culminating 
in them being invited to 
give a standing room only 
presentation on mental 
health and their approach 
to it at the 2024 Mental 
Wealth Expo put on by 
Charlamagne tha God 
and his nonprofit the 
Mental Wealth Alliance 
(in collaboration with 
AAKOMA and Dr. Alfiee). 
Finally, Changing 
Systems reflects our 
commitment to driving 

systemic change to 
better support YYAC and 
their families. AAKOMA’s 
Hearts and Minds Program 

engages Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) and 
trains them in AAKOMA’s culturally responsive 
approach. We then help them secure paid 
speaking engagements (acting as a sort of 
speakers’ bureau) for our cadre of culturally 
responsive and multicultural SMEs—all diverse, 
mental health professionals.
Through groundbreaking initiatives like the 
SOMHYOC, we’re harnessing the power of 
community expertise to revolutionize mental 
health support for YYAC now and for generations 
to come. Our research paves the way for 
innovative, culturally responsive, and justice-
driven strategies that uplift individuals, families, 
and entire communities. By building on strong 
foundations and forward-thinking frameworks, 
we’re not just responding to today’s needs–we’re 
shaping a brighter, healthier future for all.

Implications and Taking Action

Dr. Jenny Wang, founder of @asiansformentalhealth, 
is one of AAKOMA's valued and trusted partners in 
our mission to destigmatize mental heath for AANHPI 
YYAs and other YYAC.
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The AAKOMA Project is a pioneering nonprofit organization 
dedicated to transforming mental health care for Youth and  
Young Adults of Color (YYAC). Founded by Dr. Alfiee Breland-
Noble (Dr. Alfiee) in 1999 and incorporated as a 501(c)(3) in 2019, 
The AAKOMA Project envisions a world where every child, teen, 
and young adult—inclusive of all backgrounds and points of 
intersectionality—can live authentically and thrive in an environment 
that nurtures their full potential.
Our mission is to build consciousness about mental health 
among YYAC and their caregivers, empower them to seek help 
and manage their mental well-being, and influence systems and 
services to better address their unique needs.

Our work is guided by three core pillars:
Raising Consciousness: Ensuring that YYAC and their 
caregivers understand the importance of mental health, 
fostering open dialogue, and supporting communities.

�Empowering People: Providing accessible tools and 
resources to equip YYAC and their families to manage 
mental health effectively and connect with appropriate 
clinical services.

�Changing Systems: Working to transform mental health 
systems through advocacy for culturally relevant care, 
evidence-informed interventions, and a qualified workforce 
that addresses the needs of diverse youth.

Through innovative research, community engagement, and 
strategic partnerships, The AAKOMA Project is at the forefront of 
the movement to center equity in youth mental health, amplifying 
voices too often neglected in mental health conversations.
For more information, visit aakomaproject.org
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help us capture the mental health experiences and needs of their 
generation. We could not do this work without you.

Special thanks to Dr. Judelysse Gomez, whose expert 
contributions supported this brief. 
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