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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 (SOMHYQOC) 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 https://aakomaproject.org/
somhyoc2025/

This brief presents findings related to Native American/Indigenous
youth and young adults (YYAs), using racial classifications

as defined by the Office of Management and Budget (1997).
People of the Native American/Indigenous diaspora may identify
with various racial, ethnic, and Tribal and Nation backgrounds.
Respondents represent diverse Indigenous tribes (federally

and non-federally recognized) and cultural traditions across the
Americas. As of 2025, there are 574 federally recognized Native
American tribes in the United States.

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 leave
Native American/Indigenous respondents severely undercounted
and unrepresented. This is one of the first known projects that
intentionally recruited an equitable number of Native American/
Indigenous youth and young adults across the U.S. For the 2025
SOMHYOC, Native American/Indigenous Youth and Young Adults
comprised 17.2% of the study sample (n = 1,484).
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Results

MENTAL HEALTH SYMPTOMS

One in two Native American/Indigenous YYA survey
respondents reported experiencing moderate to severe anxiety
symptoms (53.5%) and moderate to severe depression
symptoms (53.8%) in the week preceding survey completion.

Two-thirds (62.8%) of young adults (18-25) reported moderate
to severe anxiety symptoms compared to 44.2% of youth
(13-17). Similarly, 65.9% of young adults reported moderate to
severe depression symptoms, compared to 41.8% of youth.

The top two anxiety symptoms reported by Native American/
Indigenous YYAs were: 1) feeling anxious, worried, or nervous;
2) putting off or struggling to make decisions due to worries.

The top two depression symptoms were: 1) having little interest
or pleasure in doing things; 2) feeling tired or having little energy.

One in three Native American/Indigenous YYAs reported
attempting suicide (32%) at least once in the prior year. One
in four (28.1%) reported engaging in non-suicidal self-injury
(NSSI) and 33.9% seriously considered suicide in the year
before the survey.

Further, 72.3% of Native American/Indigenous YYAs reported
feeling like they didn’t belong several days—or nearly every
day—in the week before completing our survey. These findings
are concerning as depression, anxiety, and interpersonal
stressors are known risk factors for suicide-related behavior
(Pham, 2024; Richardson & Waters, 2023).

SOCIO-POLITICAL RISK FACTORS

One-third (32.2%) of Native American/Indigenous YYAs
reported exposure to racial trauma often or very often on social
media. Specifically, 40.6% reported having negative things
said about their ethnicity.

UNMET MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS

While Native American/Indigenous YYAs report clinically
significant mental health symptoms, about one in four
(27.9%) did not see a mental health professional, even though
they needed one, in the year preceding the survey.
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Despite the challenges faced by Native American/Indigenous YYAs, 61.5% reported feeling hopeful

about their future.
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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.

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 these young people’s cultural wisdom,
while acknowledging that there is great variability within this
group. The findings in this brief verify Native American/Indigenous
groupwide struggles with mental health challenges, acknowledge
the unmet mental health needs of this population, and recognize
their strengths.

The results presented in this brief add to the body of evidence
led by Indigenous scholars (Bombay et al., 2019; Brockie et al.,
2015; Powder, 2022; Rey et al., 2023) highlighting the urgent
need to address sociocultural and political risk factors that affect
the mental health of Native American/Indigenous YYAs. National
trends over several decades consistently show that Native
American/Indigenous young adults and youth experience worse
health and mental health outcomes and broader disparities across
multiple indicators than other racial groups in the U.S. (Wolf et
al., 2024). Historical race-based traumas such as displacement,
kidnapping of youth for forced residential schooling, forced
assimilation, land dispossession, and broken treaties (Brave
Heart, 2000; Gone, 2023) as well as chronic exposure to social
and community-level stressors have been linked to a range of
mental health challenges including disproportionately high rates
of suicide, depression, anxiety, and substance use (Bombay et
al., 2019; Brockie et al., 2015; Powder, 2022).

The lived experiences of Native American/Indigenous YYAs are
shaped by complex sociocultural and political factors. State

and federally sanctioned historical atrocities such as genocide
and marginalization as well as harmful systemic policies that
promote cultural erasure, underfund tribal health and education
systems, threaten tribal sovereignty, and perpetuate theft of
Indigenous land and resources not only compound mental health
vulnerabilities for Native American/Indigenous YYAs, but send
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clear messages of exclusion and devaluation (Bombay et al., 2019; Brockie et al., 2015; Powder,
2022). Ongoing denial and widespread ignorance about the historical legacy of racism and genocide
against the original peoples of the Americas additionally contribute to harmful national narratives,
shaping public perception, reinforcing societal biases, and distorting individual worldviews. This
continued denial of historical truth is harmful to the mental health of Native American/Indigenous YYAs
as it overlooks the role of systemic inequities that profoundly influence life outcomes (Gone, 2023;
Uink et al., 2022).

That said, there are powerful cultural strengths within Native American/Indigenous communities

that can inform multisystemic interventions aimed at improving the well-being of youth and young
adults. These strengths include centering collectivist, Indigenous-led, intergenerational, and culturally
grounded healing practices. Key components involve intergenerational healing, practices rooted in
Indigenous spiritual worldviews, and the critical decolonized retelling of history. Multi-systems and
multi-level interventions that emphasize advocacy and activism, social connectedness, family and
peer support, the preservation of ancestral and cultural ties, and the development of a strong cultural
identity are associated with improved mental health outcomes, and reduced risk for depression,
substance use, and suicide-related behaviors among Native American/Indigenous youth and young
adults (Pham, 2024; Powder, 2022, Richardson & Waters, 2023).

To our knowledge, this is one of the first projects to gather information on the state of mental health
among a large, equitably representative sample of Native American/Indigenous youth and young
adults in the U.S. We are proud to offer this brief as a contribution to the growing understanding of the
needs and strengths of Native American/Indigenous youth and young adults.

SACRED STEPS FORWARD: An AAKOMA Project Brief

on Native American/Indigenous Youth and Young Adults



https://aakomaproject.org

Implications and Taking Action

The AAKOMA Project’s 2025 State of Mental
Health of Youth and Young Adults of Color
(SOMHYOQOC) 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+)

Youth of Color.

The AAKOMA Project rests upon 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.
One way we bring this pillar to life for Native
American/Indigenous YYAs, is through intentional
partnerships and focused initiatives where we
rely on the lived experiences and expertise of
Native people to lead. In our landmark 2023
SOMHYOC Full Report and the accompanying
virtual launch event, Revelations: Uncovering
Truths about the Mental Health of Youth and
Young Adults of Color, we amplified Native
American/Indigenous voices and perspectives
on mental health and healing. This event
features respected influencers and cultural
leaders—like chef and environmental advocate
Mariah Gladstone of @indigikitchen and singer-
songwriter Brooke Simpson known for The Voice
and her role in the 1776 musical revival—who
helped share this groundbreaking work with their
communities and broader audiences.

Through our pillar of Empowering People, we
inform and equip Native American/Indigenous
YYAs, other YYAC, and their caregivers with
culturally responsive information, tools, and

resources to help them manage their mental
health. The AAKOMA Project partnered with
Miraval Spa and Resorts to host Elevation: Healing
our Healers and Elevation: Diverse Women and
Femme Wellness, two retreats designed for
women and femme-identified leaders in mental
health and social impact. Our two-day retreats
centered on celebrating and holding space for
diverse women and femmes, encouraging rest,
self-acceptance, and the understanding that rest
itself is a powerful form of resistance to harmful
societal norms. In 2022 at Miraval Arizona, we
were honored to welcome the Tucson Indian
Center as an expert presenter to teach our group
about Indigenous healing and health indicators
for the tribes native to the Tucson area where the
resort was located, and in 2023 at Miraval Austin,
we strategically sourced and invited speakers
from the Indigenous Cultures Institute (again
given their native presence in the land upon
which the resort was built). In both instances,
healers were specifically chosen by The
AAKOMA Project (and our partners at Miraval)

to give our group key expert insights into local
tribal histories, legacies, mental and physical
health challenges, and cultural healing practices,
deepening our collective experience of culturally
grounded healing and restorative practices.

Finally, Changing Systems reflects our
commitment to driving systemic change to
better support YYAC and their families. The
AAKOMA FLOA program is a piloted, mental
health intervention designed to increase
treatment engagement among intersectional
Youth and Young Adults of Color by addressing
psychological and cultural barriers to care.
With a foundation in motivational interviewing
and evidence-informed practices, FLOA raises
consciousness, empowers youth and their
families, and fosters connections through
community engagement, including workshops
and events. FLOA is a structured 3-4 session
intervention that serves as a conduit to engage
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Elevation: Diverse Women and Femme Wellness Retreat at Miraval Arizona

youth and families in adolescent mental health
care. The program specifically targets Teens and
Young Adults of Color who experience major
mental illnesses (such as depression, anxiety,

or trauma exposure) with a requirement that a
parent or guardian be willing to participate with
the youth in the intervention and the requirement
that the youth has never been in mental health
treatment even though they likely need it. FLOA
is bolstered by strategic community engagement
focused on building networks of advocates

and strengthening community partnerships all

of which support youth and families in actively
obtaining mental health care with a trained,
culturally responsive provider.

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 communities. Building on strong foundations
and forward-thinking frameworks, AAKOMA is
not only responding to today’s needs — we’re
shaping a brighter, healthier, more inclusive future
for all.
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ABOUT THE AAKOMA PROJECT

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.

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
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