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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 
social 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 aakomaproject.org/somhyoc2025.
A hallmark of our work is our commitment to equitable sample sizes 
across 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 and in the case of LGBTQIA+ youth, frequently 
leave queer Young People of Color undercounted (or, in some cases, not 
counted at all). Therefore, we have pioneered mechanisms to capture, 
center, and amplify the intersectional identities of our sample as these 
aspects of identity influence individual lived experience and mental 
health outcomes. We gathered data on gender identity and sexual 
orientation to more accurately capture the mental health experiences of 
racially and ethnically diverse LGBTQIA+ youth and young adults. When 
reporting data in this brief, we use the acronym LGBTQIA+ to refer to 
and honor the diversity of YYAC encompassing the rich uniqueness of 
the community.
In the 2025 SOMHYOC, 44.3% (n=3,806) identify as LGBTQIA+, and  
13.7% (n=1,181) as Transgender/Nonbinary/Genderqueer. 

Background

https://aakomaproject.org
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44.2%
of LGBTQIA+ YYAC  
reported engaging in  
non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI)

MENTAL HEALTH SYMPTOMS 
Overall, LGBTQIA+ Youth and Young Adults of Color (YYAC) 
reported poorer mental health outcomes compared to their 
heterosexual peers. Specifically, more than two-thirds of 
LGBTQIA+ respondents reported experiencing moderate 
to severe symptoms of anxiety (69.1%) and depression 
(69.8%) in the week before the survey. In contrast, 54.0% and 
52.6% of heterosexual YYAC reported similar levels of anxiety 
and depression, respectively. 

Moreover, 73.3% of Transgender/Nonbinary/Genderqueer 
YYAC reported experiencing moderate to severe levels 
of anxiety, and 80% reported moderate to severe levels 
of depression in the week leading up to the survey. For 
comparison, 58.7% and 57.1% of cisgender YYAC reported 
similar levels of anxiety and depression, respectively. 

LGBTQIA+ Youth of Color aged 13–17 disproportionately 
reported moderate to severe symptoms of anxiety (63.8%) 
compared to their heterosexual peers (42%). Similarly, a greater 
proportion of LGBTQIA+ Young Adults of Color aged 18–25 
reported moderate to severe anxiety symptoms (76.9%) 
compared to heterosexual Young Adults of Color (62.5%).

LGBTQIA+ YYAC (44.2%) were more likely to report engaging 
in non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) in the year before the survey 
than heterosexual YYAC (25.7%). More than half (59.5%) 
of Transgender/Nonbinary/Genderqueer YYAC reported 
seriously considering suicide in the year before the survey, 
compared to 33.2% of cisgender YYAC respondents.

SOCIO-POLITICAL RISK FACTORS 
LGBTQIA+ YYAC reported exposure to gender- and sexual-
orientation-based violence in online spaces. Specifically,  
44.6% of LGBTQIA+ YYAC reported having negative 
things said about their sexual orientation, and 35.6% of 
Transgender/Nonbinary/Genderqueer YYAC reported being 
threatened online about their gender identity.

Results

35.6%
of Transgender/Nonbinary/
Genderqueer YYAC reported 
being threatened online   
about their gender identity

more than 2/3  of LGBTQIA+ 
YYAC experience moderate to 
severe anxiety and depression

58.3%

73.3%
Transgender/Nonbinary/
Genderqueer YYAC report 
experiencing moderate to  
severe anxiety

ages 13-17  63.8%  
ages 18-15  76.9% 

LGBTQIA+ YYAC REPORT 
MODERATE TO SEVERE ANXIETY

PROTECTIVE FACTORS
Despite the challenges faced by LGBTQIA+ YYAC, more 
than half (52.3%) reported feeling hopeful about their future, 
and 58.3% of Transgender/Nonbinary/Genderqueer YYAC 
reported having someone they can rely on for support. 

of Transgender/
Nonbinary/Genderqueer 
YYAC have someone 
they can rely on
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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.
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 honoring the  
lived experiences and insights shared by this group, while recognizing 
that the mental health of YYAC is deeply shaped by systemic and 
structural factors, including marginalization and oppression related to 
race, ethnicity, gender identity, and sexual orientation, among others.  
Gen Z (born between 1997 and 2012) has the highest percentage of  
individuals identifying as LGBTQIA+ compared to other generations 
(Gallup, 2024; Lee & Hobbs, 2022). As such, understanding the state of 
mental health among this understudied population is important to inform 
affirming, responsive, and multi-systems-based mental health research 
and interventions. 

Our findings on the mental health experiences of LGBTQIA+ Youth and 
Young Adults of Color (YYAC) align with national findings and mirror 
what has been demonstrated in the literature previously – the mental 
health of LGBTQIA+ and Transgender/Nonbinary/Genderqueer YYAC 
is at significantly greater risk compared to their cis-heterosexual peers 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2023; The Trevor 
Project, 2024). Our data additionally addresses the critical lack of data 
specific to LGBTQIA+ YYAC and appreciates their nuanced and diverse 
lived experiences surrounding mental health. 

Though understanding the mental health of LGBTQIA+ young people in 
general is necessary, collecting intersectional data is essential as it helps 
to illuminate how overlapping systems of oppression compound mental 
health challenges for LGBTQIA+ YYAC. The term "multiple minority 
stress" refers to the added psychological burden experienced by 
individuals with marginalized identities (Meyer, 2003). At AAKOMA, we 
do not refer to marginalized groups as minorities, though we recognize 
the term as it was coined by Meyer. Overall, the concept names the 
compounded stress associated with having multiple marginalized 
identities. For example, Transgender Youth of Color are twice as likely 
to face abuse or rejection than White transgender youth in healthcare 
settings (Ahuja, 2024). Racism within the LGBTQIA+ community is also 
a common experience with LGBTQIA+ YYAC reporting experiences of 
racism and exposure to microaggressions in dating relationships as well 
as rejection and exclusion from designated “safe” spaces and social 
networks (Ahuja, 2024; Balsam et al., 2011). 

Discussion

https://aakomaproject.org


5  Anchored in Identity: An AAKOMA Project Brief on Mental Health  
in LGBTQIA+ Youth and Young Adults of Color

LGBTQIA+ YYAC often underutilize mental health services compared to their cis-heterosexual peers given 
lived experiences of systemic discrimination including homophobia, transphobia, and racism; misgendering 
and deadnaming; and providers’ lack of understanding of intersectionality (McDermott et al., 2024; The 
Trevor Project, 2024). The lack of identity-affirming mental health support (particularly in light of recent 
federal mandates) remains a barrier in addressing the needs of LGBTQIA+ YYAC, emphasizing the need for 
intersectional, culturally responsive approaches to better support LGBTQIA+ YYAC in mental health settings.

Currently, LGBTQIA+ YYAC live in an ever-increasingly hostile socio-political environment. Recent federal 
executive orders such as “Protecting Children from Chemical and Surgical Mutilation” (Executive Order 
14187) and “Ending Radical Indoctrination in K–12 Schooling” (Executive Order 14190) have profound 
negative effects on the life trajectories and mental health of LGBTQIA+ YYAC, as such orders (from the 
highest levels of government) perpetuate extraordinarily harmful characterizations of LGBTQIA+ identity. The 
active defunding of gender-affirming care, the reversals of anti-discrimination protections, and similar actions 
at the system level, exacerbate the rhetoric creating life-threatening harms to LGBTQIA+ YYAC. 

Culturally inclusive and identity-affirming institutional practices like equity focused school-based mental 
health programs; culturally and gender affirming training for health care providers; and expanded availability 
of appropriate health care services for LGBTQIA+ YYAC are imperative. These approaches must be evidence-
informed and inclusive of the protective factors necessary to promoting the health and well-being of 
LGBTQIA+ YYAC (Ancín-Nicolás, et al., 2024). This brief is our contribution to this critical effort.

https://aakomaproject.org
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The AAKOMA Project’s 2025 State of Mental Health 
of Youth and Young Adults of Color (SOMHYOC) 
Full Report builds upon our seminal 2022 research. 
Through this 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 
who identify as LGBTQIA+) Young People of Color. 

As mentioned earlier, AAKOMA is grounded in three 
key pillars which we operationalize in all facets of our 
work. Through Raising Consciousness, we work to 
deepen mental health awareness among YYAC, their 
caregivers, and communities by actively listening 
to young people, asking thoughtful questions, and 
sharing insights in accessible, relatable ways. One 
way we operationalize this pillar with LGBTQIA+ 
YYAs and other YYAC is through our ongoing 
partnerships and targeted initiatives. In our seminal 
2023 SOMHYOC Full Report and associated online 
launch event, Revelations: Uncovering Truths about 
the Mental Health of Youth and Young Adults of 
Color, we spotlighted LGBTQIA+ expertise and lived 
experience, inviting recognized influencers and media 
personalities – including Black Queer journalist, 
media personality, and long-time AAKOMA partner 
Ryan Mitchel, who hosted our two-day event – to 
share our groundbreaking work with their audiences 
and followers. AAKOMA has also partnered with 
the National Black Justice Coalition, a civil rights 
organization working to empower and advocate 
for the rights of Black LGBTQIA+ people. In 2019, 
AAKOMA collaborated with this organization, and 
their leader Dr. David Johns, on a Capitol Hill briefing 
with the Congressional Black Caucus focusing on 
the intersectional aspects of Black youth suicide 
prevention alongside Representatives Bonnie Watson 
Coleman, Ayanna Pressley, Ilhan Omar, Alcee Hastings, 
Emanuel Cleaver II, and Danny Davis among others. 

Through our pillar of Empowering People, we inform 
and equip LGBTQIA+ YYAC, and their caregivers 
with culturally responsive information, tools, and 
resources to help them manage their mental health. 
Our youth leadership project Team AAKOMA, 
incorporates and amplifies LGBTQIA+ voices in their 
creation and dissemination of digital mental health 
content, highlighting the necessity of inclusivity and 
appreciation of intersectionality in mental health 
conversations. Another initiative includes our collective 
work with Lady Gaga’s Born This Way Foundation, 

where we center the focus on inclusive conversations 
around mental health. In honor of World Kindness Day, 
and in partnership with Born This Way and Lady Gaga, 
Dr. Alfiee collaborated on the short film, The Power of 
Kindness, which featured a powerful conversation with 
diverse young people—centering intersectionality and 
amplifying LGBTQIA+ voices—about mental health, 
self-kindness, and shared struggles. 

Finally, Changing Systems reflects our commitment 
to driving systemic change to better support YYAC 
and their families. AAKOMA’s very own Dr. Alfiee 
contributed to the vital congressional report, Ring the 
Alarm, a timely examination of the mental health crisis 
among Black youth. This report, which intentionally 
includes and addresses the needs and experiences 
of LGBTQIA+ Black youth, serves as a reference and 
resource for caring for and working with intersectional 
Black youth, while promoting legislation, trainings, and 
policy changes. 

Through groundbreaking initiatives like the 
SOMHYOC, we’re harnessing the power of community 
expertise to revolutionize mental health support for 
LGBTQIA+ 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. Alfiee with Representative Bonnie Watson Coleman at the 
2019 CBC Ring the Alarm Task Force Hearing.

https://aakomaproject.org
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https://vimeo.com/646479368
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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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