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Background

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
SOMHYQOC 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 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 leave intersectional YYAC undercounted
(or, in some cases, not counted at all). Additionally, we place importance
on capturing the intersectional identities (e.g., sexual orientation, gender
identity, disability status) of our sample as these aspects of identity
influence an individual’s lived experience, the supports and resources
they have access to, and mental health outcomes.

In addition to identifying the social, political, and interpersonal risk
factors that affect the mental health of our respondents, we also
prioritized understanding their strengths and their most valued sources
of support. Social supports are significant factors contributing to youth
mental health and are here defined as the help, care, encouragement,
and guidance people receive from their social relationships which can
include family, friends, mentors, partners, or other members of their
community (Robinson et al., 2024). This survey is one of the few to
examine the use of social supports among a large sample of YYAC.

We assessed social support availability and access by asking YYAC the
extent to which they agreed with the following questions/statements:

“I have one person | can go to and/or rely on when | am in need of
support” and “If you were having a personal or emotional problem, how
comfortable would you be getting support from the following people?”
For the latter, YYAC were provided a list of sources that they could select
from, such as friends/peers, family, intimate partners, teachers/coaches,
religious leaders, and/or a support hotline.

HELD AND HEARD: An AAKOMA Project Brief on Resilience
and Support among Youth and Young Adults of Color


https://aakomaproject.org
http://aakomaproject.org/somhyoc2025/

Results

USE OF SOCIAL SUPPORT HIGHLIGHTS

Overall, 63.3% of YYAC reported having at least one person
they could go to or rely on when they needed support. Youth
of Color aged 13-17 were more likely than Young Adults of
Color aged 18-25 (70.5% vs. 56.3%, respectively) to agree or
strongly agree when asked if they had at least one person they
could count and rely on for support.
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When asked who they could rely on and seek support from,

2 in 3 (67%) YYAC reported that they would seek support from
parents or caregivers, and 64.4% reported that they would
seek support from a friend.

Across different age groups, Youth of Color were equally likely
to say that they would reach out to parents or caregivers
(69.9%) and friends (69.7 %) for support, compared to Young
Adults of Color who reported they would be more likely to
reach out to parents or caregivers for support (64.1%),
followed by friends (59.1%).

When looking across racial groups, Biracial/Multiracial
Youth and Young Adults were the only group who said they
were more likely to seek support from a friend (78.3%) than
parents or caregivers (76.3%). Additionally, they were the
most likely (69.9%) to report going to an intimate partner
for support.

Across all racial groups, YYAC reported that they were least
likely to seek support from religious leaders, with only 45.8%
indicating they would turn to them compared to other sources
of support. Latino/é (32.5%) and Arab/MENA (37.3%) Youth
and Young Adults were the least likely to report seeking
support from a religious leader.

When looking at gender identity and sexual orientation, 60.2%
of LGBTQIA+ YYAC and 58.3% of Transgender/Nonbinary/
Genderqueer YYAC have at least one person they could count
and rely on for support. LGBTQIA+ YYAC were most likely to
seek support from parents or caregivers (70.1%) followed

by friends (69.7%). Transgender/Nonbinary/Genderqueer
YYAC were most likely to seek support from friends (66.0%)
followed by parents or caregivers (65.2%).

Overall, YYAC reported parents/caregivers (67%) as their
most likely source of support, followed by friends (64.4%),
an intimate partner (57 %), another family member (53.9%), a
teacher/coach/mentor (49.9%), a phone/text hotline (47.3%),
and a religious leader (45.8%).
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If you were having a personal or emotional problem, how comfortable
would you be getting support from the following people?
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Chart reflects responses of “likely to very likely”
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Discussion

The AAKOMA Project gathers and shares important
information about the mental health of intersectional YYACs
in the United States (inclusive of all youth like those with a
disability and/or LGBTQIA+) to address gaps in knowledge
about youth mental health.

This brief focused on the sources of support YYAC were likely to
rely on when navigating stressors that impact their mental health.

Social support is an important protective factor for mental

health. For all youth and young people, social support promotes
emotional regulation and builds resilience, particularly as youth
can develop and practice healthier coping strategies and foster
better communication practices around their stressors and
feelings (Robinson et al., 2024; McMahon et al., 2011). For
YYAC, social support has been shown to ameliorate the risks
associated with exposure to mental health toxins such as racism,
discrimination, homophobia, transphobia, bullying, and other types
of interpersonal and structural/societal violence (Ancin-Nicolas et
al., 2024; Wong et al., 2024).

Our findings align with previous research indicating that social
support (particularly from parents, caregivers, and friends) is a
critical protective factor for young people. YYAC with robust social
support networks are encouraged to seek help when needed and
having reliable and encouraging sources of support can help to
build a stronger self-identity and self-esteem. Racial socialization,
the process through which Youth of Color learn about the social
meaning of race, are prepared for societal racial dynamics, and
develop stronger cultural identities, is facilitated through social
connections with family, peers, schools, and the broader culture
(Saleem & Byrd, 2021). When YYAC navigate experiences with
racism or discrimination, social support can mitigate the effects
of these experiences by providing community and belonging,
promoting stronger and more positive identity development
(Lindsey et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2024; Watkins et al., 2017).

In short, having someone to rely on for social and emotional
support is a key and modifiable factor that contributes to
mental health.
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Culturally responsive interventions that actively involve parents and caregivers have also been shown

to improve mental health and behavioral outcomes among Youth of Color as they appreciate youth’s

lived experiences and cultural contexts, shine a spotlight on their specific needs, and are built with
acknowledgment of the systemic barriers they face (Breland-Noble & The AAKOMA Project Advisory Board,
2012; McMahon et al., 2011; Pifieros-Leafo et al., 2023; Watkins et al., 2017). Additionally, peer support,
school-based programs, and social media interventions offer cost-effective and relevant ways to provide
support for intersectional YYAC when needed (Ancin-Nicolas et al., 2024; Robles et al., 2024; Wong, et al.,
2024). For YYAC, these initiatives should be led by racially/culturally marginalized and/or culturally responsive
providers who demonstrate cultural wisdom, humility and who can genuinely reflect the lived experience of
the youth they serve (Metzger et al., 2023).

Research on the impact of social media on young people’s mental health shows mixed results, yet youth
report that it is a widely used support pathway that can be leveraged to promote well-being (Charmaraman
et al., 2022). This is especially true as our Full Report SOMHYOC findings demonstrate that 43.1% of YYAC
utilize alternative forms of care (such as the church, online forums, and their communities) to address mental
health concerns (Breland-Noble et al., 2025).
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Implications and Taking Action

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 who identify as
LGBTQIA+) Young People of Color.

The AAKOMA Project’s work is built upon

our three pillars—Raising Consciousness,
Empowering People, and Changing Systems,

which are operationalized across our programs

and initiatives. 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. Our AAKOMA Connects program
leverages a variety of media channels to effectively
reach and engage our three core audiences of
youth, caregivers, and mental health professionals.
Through our social media reach, we offer accessible,
culturally responsive information and language to
support YYAC’s mental health journeys and maintain
our ongoing commitment to inclusive, equitable, and
impactful mental health research. We additionally
raise consciousness through Team AAKOMA, our
dynamic group of youth leaders who amplify the
voices of intersectional YYAC. Through mentorship,
content creation, and peer-support driven research
dissemination, Team AAKOMA empowers young
leaders to shape mental health conversations within
their communities.

Through our pillar of Empowering People, we
inform and equip YYAC and their caregivers

with culturally responsive information, tools, and
resources to help them manage their mental
health. AAKOMA FLOA (Family Leadership Over
Adolescent depression), is a targeted intervention
program aimed at improving mental health treatment
engagement among intersectional YYAC. By
raising awareness through workshops, speaking
events, and other youth focused, community
engagement opportunities, FLOA seeks to improve
communication between caregivers and their

children so that they have the tools needed to
engage with clinical care. AAKOMA FLOA promotes
acceptance and participation in mental health
services across diverse communities by 1) utilizing
data specifically tailored to the needs of YYAGC; 2)
reducing psychological and culturally embedded
barriers to care; and 3) empowering YYAC and

their families to find treatment appropriate for them
(Breland-Noble & The AAKOMA Project Advisory
Board, 2012).

Finally, Changing Systems reflects our commitment
to driving systemic change to better support YYAC
and their families. AAKOMA’s Hearts and Minds
Program engages and trains a diverse group of
Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) in our culturally
responsive mental health approach. We help these
multicultural mental health professionals secure
paid speaking engagements where they share

their expertise. Our SMEs are invited to speak at

a wide range of events including local community
meetings, national conferences hosted by leading
organizations, and mental health initiatives at the
state and federal levels, ensuring that culturally
grounded perspectives inform key conversations

in the mental health arena. In the therapy provision
space, our virtual Free Therapy program connected
225 Intersectional YYAC with culturally responsive,
licensed mental health providers across the U.S.
This program highlighted how culturally attuned
mental health services can empower historically
underserved groups to advocate for their well-being.
By breaking down barriers to access and centering
cultural relevance, AAKOMA is actively reshaping the
mental health system to better serve marginalized
communities and drive lasting, systemic change.

Through groundbreaking initiatives like the
SOMHYOC, we’re harnessing the power of
community expertise to revolutionize mental health
support for Intersectional 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.
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ABOUT THE AAKOMA PROJECT B o A
1010 N. Glebe Rd.
Suite 730

The AAKOMA Project is a pioneering nonprofit organization Arlington, VA 22201

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.

DONATE

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.

Follow, like, forward,
Our work is guided by three core pillars: share, and comment on

our social channels:
@ Raising Consciousness: Ensuring that YYAC and their

@aakomaproject

caregivers understand the importance of mental health,
fostering open dialogue, and supporting communities.

resources to equip YYAC and their families to manage
mental health effectively and connect with appropriate
clinical services.

% Empowering People: Providing accessible tools and

@ Changing Systems: Working to transform mental health
systems through advocacy for culturally relevant care,
M 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

Thank you to our board of directors, sponsors, partners, and
donors for their support in this labor of love. And a huge thank

you to the young participants who bravely stepped forward to RECOMMENDED CITATION:

help us capture the mental health experiences and needs of their Breland-Noble, A., The
generation. We could not do this work without you. AAKOMA Project, & Harb.
C. A. (2025). Held and
heard: An AAKOMA Project
Special thanks to Dr. Judelysse Gomez, whose expert brief on resilience and
contributions supported this brief. support among Youth and

Young Adults of Color. The
AAKOMA Project.

HELD AND HEARD: An AAKOMA Project Brief on Resilience

ﬂ ﬁ K @ M A and Support among Youth and Young Adults of Color


https://aakomaproject.org
http://www.aakomaproject.org
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-aakoma-project
https://www.facebook.com/aakomaproject/
https://www.instagram.com/aakomaproject/
https://www.youtube.com/@aakomaproject
https://aakomaproject.org/donate

