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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 https://aakomaproject.org/
somhyoc2025/

This brief presents findings related to Black/African American 
youth and young adults (YYAs), using racial classifications as 
defined by the Office of Management and Budget (1997). The 
Black/African American community includes individuals from the 
United States, countries across the Americas, the Caribbean, the 
African continent, and other global diasporic communities. People 
of the Black diaspora may identify with various racial or ethnic 
backgrounds and represent diverse migration histories and cultural 
traditions.

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 
Black/African American respondents undercounted (or, in some 
cases, not counted at all). For the 2025 SOMHYOC, Black/African 
American youth and young adults comprised 17.3% of the study 
sample (n = 1,495).

Background
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MENTAL HEALTH SYMPTOMS 
Overall, two out of three Black/African American YYAs reported 
experiencing moderate to severe anxiety symptoms (67.7%) 
and moderate to severe depression symptoms (66.5%) in the 
week preceding survey completion.

Comparing Black/African American young adults (ages 18–25)  
to youth (ages 13-17), 74.2% of young adults reported moderate 
to severe anxiety symptoms compared to 61.2% of youth. 
Similarly, 70.0% of Black young adult respondents reported 
moderate to severe levels of depression, compared to 63.0%  
of Black youth.

The top two anxiety symptoms reported by Black/African 
American YYAs were: 1) feeling anxious, worried, or nervous and 
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 and 2) feeling tired or having little energy. 

40.3% of respondents reported seriously considering suicide 
and over a third (38.5%) reported engaging in non-suicidal  
self-injury (NSSI) in the year preceding the survey.

Further, three in four (75.4%) Black/African American YYAs 
reported feeling like a burden to others several days—or nearly 
every day—in the week prior to completing our survey. These 
findings are concerning as depression, anxiety, and interpersonal 
stressors such as feeling like a burden to others are known risk 
factors for suicide-related behavior (Hollingsworth et al., 2017; 
King & Merchant, 2008).

SOCIO-POLITICAL RISK FACTORS 
38.0% of Black/African American YYAs report lifetime racial 
trauma exposure. Of particular concern is racism-based 
violence in online spaces with 48.7% having had negative 
things said about their race online. Despite this risk, 52.2% 
reported engaging with social media to forget about their 
personal problems.

Results

2 out of 3  of Black/African 
American YYAs experience 
moderate to severe anxiety  
and depression

74.2%
OF YOUNG ADULTS

63.0%
OF YOUTH 

Reported moderate to severe DEPRESSION

Reported moderate to SEVERE ANXIETY

UNMEMENTAL HEALTH NEEDS
Close to one-third of Black/African American YYAs (32.5%) did not see a mental health professional,  
even though they needed one, in the year preceding the survey. 

PROTECTIVE FACTORS 
Despite the challenges faced by Black/African American YYAs, 60% reported feeling hopeful about their future.  

75.4%
of Black/African  
American YYAs reported  
feeling like a burden to others

~1/3
of Black/African  
American YYAs did not see a  
mental health professional, even 
though they needed one
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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 youth like those 
with a disability and/or LGBTQIA+) to address gaps in 
knowledge about youth mental health. 
The findings in this brief verify Black/African American youth 
and young adult (YYA) groupwide struggles with mental health 
challenges, acknowledge the unmet mental health needs of this 
population, and recognize their strengths.

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 knowledge 
and power, while acknowledging that there is great variability 
within this group. The lived experience of Black/African American 
YYAs is shaped by sociopolitical factors, including racism, state 
and federally sanctioned police violence, and marginalization 
beyond race and ethnicity (i.e., having a disability, identifying as 
LGBTQIA+, socioeconomic status, etc.). 

The results presented in this brief contribute to the growing body 
of evidence underscoring the need to address sociopolitical risk 
factors that impact the mental health of Black/African American 
YYAs. Consistent with our findings, national data indicate 
that experiences of racism are common among Black/African 
American YYAs (Breland-Noble et al., 2025; Congressional Black 
Caucus Emergency Task Force on Black Youth Suicide and 
Mental Health, 2019). In addition to experiencing interpersonal 
racism – such as microaggressions in educational settings 
or being unfairly perceived as threatening in public spaces – 
Black/African American YYAs face systemic inequities such 
as centuries-long codified racism and segregation, limited 
or barred access to quality education and employment 
opportunities, and inequitable healthcare resources. For Black/
African American YYAs and other YYAC, when these structural 
challenges intersect with the typical developmental demands of 
adolescence and young adulthood, they can lead to interruptions 
to academic progress, increasing vulnerability to internalizing 
disorders such as depression and anxiety, and increased risk of 
suicide related-behaviors (Fadus et al.,2020; Mance et al., 2020; 
McKinnon et al., 2024; Opara et al., 2021). Moreover, racism-

Discussion
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based traumatic stress experienced through online platforms, such as exposure to viral videos of racial 
violence or racist harassment on social media, has emerged as an additional and significant source of 
psychological distress for Black/African American YYAs (Gomez et al., 2023). 

Stereotype-based narratives such as the repeated portrayal of Black/African American individuals 
as inherently violent or as failing to “pull themselves up” contribute to a harmful national discourse 
that shapes public perceptions, influences societal attitudes, and distorts personal worldviews. 
Violent and hostile national rhetoric and policy actions, including attacks on Haitian Americans by 
the current administration, ongoing police brutality against Black bodies, attempts to dismantle civil 
rights protections, and reduced support for diversity, equity, and belonging initiatives compound these 
systemic challenges. Furthermore, the eradication of historical truths such as attempts to remove AP 
African American History courses, downplaying the legacy of slavery in the United States, the banning 
of Black-authored books, and the removal of Black and African American christened names from 
public institutions, heritage sites, and monuments, all contribute to profound erasure, injustice, and 
psychological distress for Black/African Americans. High-profile incidents, such as the arrest of Mayor 
Ras Baraka while advocating for detainees in New Jersey, further illustrate the targeting of Black 
leadership. Together, these experiences collectively have a direct and detrimental impact on the health 
and mental health of Black/African American YYAs (McKinnon et al., 2024; Salami et al., 2022). 

Despite these challenges, Black/African American YYAs possess powerful cultural strengths that can 
inform effective multisystemic interventions to support their well-being. These strengths include a 
deep tradition of advocacy and activism, strong social and familial bonds, the preservation of cultural 
and ancestral ties, and the development of a positive racial identity marked by pride and resilience 
(Gomez et al., 2023; Lennon & Yard, 2024; Loyd et al., 2024; Salami et al., 2022). Through uplifting 
trusted relationships, centering culturally grounded perspectives, and working within the community, 
initiatives can more effectively meet the needs of Black/African American YYAs. We are proud to offer 
this brief as a contribution to the growing understanding of the needs and strengths of Black/African 
American youth and young adults.

https://aakomaproject.org
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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 who identify as LGBTQIA+) Young People 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. We have spotlighted Black/African American expertise and lived experience 
through our ongoing work with AAKOMA’s youth leadership group Team AAKOMA, overseeing 
the creation and dissemination of YYAC targeted digital mental health content that incorporates 
and empowers Black/African American voices. Further, in collaboration with organizations like 
Black Men Heal and the Black Mental Health Alliance, AAKOMA addresses and educates on 
vital topics impacting the mental health of Black/African American communities such as suicide 
prevention, the mental health treatment gap, and the need for culturally responsive therapy. For 
example, in 2022, The AAKOMA Project hosted A State of Emergency: You Are Not a Burden! 
A Conversation About Suicide in the Black Community. This powerful virtual event created 
space for dialogue, healing, and urgent action, providing critical resources and support for 
those affected by suicide and mental illness, while confronting stigma and affirming the value 
of Black lives.

Through our pillar of Empowering People, we inform and equip Black/African American YYAs, 
other YYAC, and their caregivers with culturally responsive information, tools, and resources 
to help them manage their mental health. One such initiative has included our ongoing 

Implications and Taking Action
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collaborative work and partnership with Charlamagne tha God and his nonprofit the Mental 
Wealth Alliance. At the Mental Wealth Expos from 2021 to 2024, Dr. Alfiee and AAKOMA have 
supported mainstage events, curated presentations, and interactive breakout rooms alongside 
mental health professionals and field experts. With voices including Tyrese Gibson, Michelle 
Williams, Jason Wilson, Dr. Jay Barnett, Dr. Rheeda Walker, Tamika Mallory, and many more, 
the Expos have provided attendees with first-hand accounts and resources that uplift young 
African American/Black voices and stories of mental health education and healing.

Finally, Changing Systems reflects our commitment to driving systemic change to better 
support YYAC and their families. In 2025, Dr. Alfiee joined Representative Bonnie Watson 
Coleman at an NYU event to celebrate the 5th anniversary of the Congressional Black Caucus 
Task Force national expert panel that developed and released Ring the Alarm: The Crisis of 
Black Youth Suicide in America report. report. This report, which outlined the mental health 
needs and trends among Black youth in America, led to the passing of two bills in the US 
House of Representatives highlighting equity in mental health (Pursuing Equity in Mental Health 
Act of 2019 (HR 5469) and the Mental Health Equity Act of 2020 (S 4388)) in the U.S. Congress.
From a treatment engagement perspective, between 2020 and 2024 AAKOMA’s Free Therapy 
program additionally connected 225 diverse youth and young adults with culturally responsive, 
licensed mental health professionals across the U.S. Of the total inquiries received for Free 
Therapy services, close to 80% came from Black/African Americans. Our program effectively 
reduced common barriers to psychotherapy including removal of logistical barriers (e.g. virtual 
care) and identification of culturally responsive providers. 

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, and doing so in a collaborative manner, we’re 
working with diverse communities to co-shape a brighter, healthier future for all.

Mental Wealth Expo 2024 Panel - Warriors Within: The Evolution of Men’s Mental Health moderated 
by Dr. Jay Barnett and featuring Michael Tennant, Dr. Akeem Marsh, Darian Hall, Trent out Loud

https://aakomaproject.org
https://watsoncoleman.house.gov/imo/media/doc/full_taskforce_report.pdf
https://watsoncoleman.house.gov/imo/media/doc/full_taskforce_report.pdf
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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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