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Background
The AAKOMA Project is a pioneering nonprofit focused on transforming 
mental health care for Youth and Young Adults of Color (YYAC). Our mission 
centers on Raising Awareness, Empowering People, and Changing the 
System of mental health to meet the needs of YYAC and their communities. 
Recognizing the significant gap in research surrounding the mental health  
of YYAC, AAKOMA launched the State of Mental Health of Youth and Young 
Adults of Color (SOMHYOC) to elevate the mental health experiences and 
needs of YYAC. 
The 2025 SOMHYOC study featured the voices of 8,651 YYAC from 
across the United States with respondents providing their input on 
their mental health outcomes as well as their experiences with racial 
trauma, climate anxiety, political social media content, social media 
use, resilience, and support systems.
This report focuses on the results collected from Youth and Young Adults 
(YYAs) who identify as Arab/Middle Eastern and North African (MENA) 
(Office of Budget Management, 2024). We are proud to say that this is the 
first year we have included this population of young people as their voices 
are necessary additions to conversations on youth and young adult mental 
health. People who identify as Arab and/or have heritage from Middle 
Eastern or North African countries may be of any race or ethnicity and come 
from a wide range of backgrounds, with roots in over 20 countries, such as 
Algeria, Lebanon, Libya, Palestine, and Saudi Arabia.
Arab/MENA respondents comprised 14% of the overall study sample  
(n = 1,215 respondents). While our goal was to have an equitable distribution 
of YYAC, this number was slightly under the proportion of all other ethnic 
groups in the sample.

https://aakomaproject.org
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MENTAL HEALTH SYMPTOMS 
Two-thirds (or two out of three) Arab/MENA YYAs reported 
experiencing moderate to severe symptoms of depression 
(65.9%) and anxiety (68.1%) in the week preceding  
survey completion. 

The top two anxiety symptoms reported by Arab/MENA  
YYAs were: 
1. Feeling anxious, worried, or nervous and  
2. Experiencing sudden moments of terror, fear, or fright.

The top two depression symptoms were: 
1. �Feeling down, depressed, irritable, or hopeless and 
2. �Having little interest or pleasure in doing things. 

More Arab/MENA young adults (aged 18–25) reported 
moderate to severe depression and anxiety symptoms 
compared to their younger counterparts (aged 13-17). 

Three out of four Arab/MENA YYAs reported feeling like they  
were a burden to others on several days, or nearly every 
day, in the week preceding survey completion. Further,  
37.2% reported engaging in non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) 
in the year before survey completion. These findings are 
concerning as a sense of burdensomeness and NSSI are risk 
factors for suicidal ideation and suicide attempts. 

SOCIO-POLITICAL RISK FACTORS 
One-third of Arab/MENA YYAs reported exposure to racism- 
based violence online, such as being threatened with violence 
related to their ethnicity, and 59.4% reported that exposure to 
political media content negatively impacted their mental health.   

Results

anxious 
worried nervous 
depressed fear tired

30.3%

PROTECTIVE 
FACTORS 
Despite the challenges faced 
by Arab/MENA YYAs, close  
to 53% reported feeling 
hopeful for their future. 

UNMET MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS
While Arab/MENA YYAs report clinically significant mental health 
symptoms, 30.3% did not see a mental health professional, even 
though they needed one, in the year preceding survey completion. 

75%
feel they're a  
burden to others

33.1%
faced violent threats  
online related to their ethnicity

https://aakomaproject.org
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The AAKOMA Project gathers and shares important 
information about the mental health of YYAC (inclusive of 
those with intersectional identities) across the United States 
to address gaps in knowledge specific to their experiences. 
The findings reported highlight understudied and unmet mental 
health needs of Arab/MENA YYAs. At the same time, we recognize 
their individual and collective strengths. 
Our results represent a snapshot of data collected at a specific 
point in time among a heterogeneous group of young people living 
in the U.S. with unique cultural, political, and ancestral histories 
that date back to antiquity (e.g., pre-Christianity, pre-colonization). 
Recognizing the diversity of this group necessitates far more efforts 
from our field to fully understand and contextualize the mental 
health experiences and needs of Arab/MENA YYAs. 
As with any group, there are significant within and between 
group differences that we must acknowledge. In the case 
of Arab/MENA YYAs, these differences can include but are not 
limited to, generational differences within the family, reasons for 
immigration to the U.S. (for those who immigrated here or whose 
families immigrated here), acculturative stress, and the influence  
of the U.S. political climate. 
Generational differences, including age, value orientations, and 
acculturation differences between immigrant parents and their 
American-born children, are important to consider. Acculturative 
stress—the stress associated with immigration and acclimating and 
adapting to a new country—can significantly impact mental health 
as individuals adapt to new cultural environments and feel pressure 
to balance cultural expectations, navigate language barriers, and 
manage discrimination. For Arab/MENA YYAs, tensions stemming 
from beliefs surrounding familial obligations and conflicts with 
cultural norms can further contribute to the distress associated 
with generational and acculturative differences. Culturally specific 
understandings of mental health further shape how challenges 
are experienced and addressed and can impact decisions to seek 
mental health treatment and care.
Regarding political context, the impact of global events, changes 
in U.S. administrations, and the effects of U.S. foreign policy and 
involvement in the MENA region, can exacerbate many of the 
stressors faced by Arab/MENA YYAs. Data collection took place 
around the time of the 47th President’s inauguration, during a 
period of heightened political tensions in the U.S. and the ongoing 
conflict and (what many have called) genocide in Palestine. These 
socio-political factors, along with racism (e.g., anti-Arab, anti-
Black), xenophobia (e.g., anti-immigrant), Islamophobia, and 
harmful stereotyping rhetoric, may have influenced how participants 
responded to the survey questions.

Discussion

https://aakomaproject.org
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The AAKOMA Project’s 2025 SOMHYOC report 
builds upon our seminal research and reporting 
included in our 2023 SOMHYOC Full Report. Our 
2025 report is integral in helping us continue to 
strengthen the evidence base regarding YYAC 
mental health. Our report fills a critical gap in the 
current mental health literature overall – the lack 
of representation of YYAC inclusive of all aspects 
of intersectionality 
(those with 
disabilities and 
who identify as 
LGBTQIA+). 
The AAKOMA 
Project rests 
upon three 
pillars—Raising 
Consciousness, 
Empowering 
People, and 
Changing 
Systems. 
Under Raising 
Consciousness, 
we increase 
awareness and 
understanding of 
mental health among YYAC, their caregivers, 
and their communities. We do this by actively 
listening to young people’s experiences, asking 
meaningful questions, and sharing the insights 
we gather with them in accessible ways. The 
AAKOMA Project uplifts the voices of Arab/
MENA YYAs and other YYAC, through its 
mentorship and sponsorship of the Hidden 
Healers, a movement which empowers 
young people to become healers in their own 
communities. Lead by Mahmoud Khedr, Kheira 
Bekkadja, Ayanna Kelly, and Maddox Guerilla, 
the Hidden Healers revive ancestral practices 
and promote culturally rooted, community-
based care, to foster healing through cultural 
exploration, shared wisdom, and connection. 
Our pillar of Empowering People informs and 
equips YYAC and their caregivers with culturally 
responsive information, tools, and resources 

to help them manage their mental health. One 
such initiative includes our virtual Free Therapy 
program, which connected 225 diverse youth 
and young adults to culturally responsive, 
licensed mental health providers across the 
U.S. Though this program has ended, AAKOMA 
currently provides carefully curated lists of 
resources to help guide YYAC to providers 

appreciative of 
their identities and 
lived experiences.
Finally, Changing 
Systems 
reflects our 
commitment to 
driving systemic 
change to better 
support YYAC 
and their families. 
This includes 
disseminating 
our findings to 
service providers, 
healthcare 
systems, 
researchers,  
and the public 

to highlight the needs of intersectional YYAC. 
It also involves advocating for a more qualified 
and culturally informed workforce to meet their 
unique needs effectively. We did this through 
our work with the Hidden Healers as part of the 
2022 MTV/Biden-Harris Administration Youth 
(Mental Health) Action Forum and through our 
ongoing advocacy in supporting the creation 
of the SAMHSA National Strategy for Suicide 
Prevention.
Through efforts like the SOMHYOC, we build 
upon community efforts and expertise and 
establish longstanding frameworks to transform 
mental health support for YYAC well into the 
future. As such, our findings provide instructions 
to support the development of culturally relevant 
and justice-focused prevention and intervention 
efforts at the structural, community, family, and 
individual levels. 

Implications and Taking Action

https://aakomaproject.org
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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

ABOUT THE AAKOMA PROJECT The AAKOMA Project 
1010 N. Glebe Rd. 
Suite 730  
Arlington, VA 22201

DONATE

Follow, like, forward,  
share, and comment on  
our social channels:
@aakomaproject
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