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| am a mental health researcher and social work
scholar. My research focuses on the psychosocial
aspects of mental health among vulnerable groups—
specifically minorities, refugees, and individuals living
in or displaced from war and conflict zones. My main
area of expertise is mental health literacy (MHL) and
its relationship to health outcomes and help-seeking
behaviors.

Through my work, | have shown that mental
health outcomes are not determined solely by
sociodemographic or clinical factors, but are
deeply shaped by individuals’ knowledge, beliefs,
and perceptions about mental health. | have also
demonstrated that these beliefs are closely tied to
cultural background, social positioning, and lived
experience. Therefore, a universal model of MHL is

often insufficient—especially for marginalized or
conflict-affected populations.

My research has offered critical insights into how
existing MHL frameworks, developed primarily in
Western contexts, can overlook the needs of diverse
communities. | advocate for a more inclusive and
context-sensitive approach that takes into account
both structural conditions and local understandings
of mental well-being.

Building on this foundation, | am advancing
a new conceptual framework for understanding
MHL among minorities, refugees, and immigrants.
By taking on this responsibility, | aim to address a
major gap in the field and offer an approach that
more accurately reflects the realities of diverse and
underserved populations.
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In September 2024, with generous support from the
Young Leaders Overseas Program, | began a long-term re-
search stay at Washington University School of Medicine in
St. Louis, one of the world's leading centers for neurosur-
gery and translational neuroscience. My goal is to explore
how the brain supports social-emotional processes, deci-
sion-making, and adaptation in daily life —and how such
scientific insights may eventually support clinical care for
individuals facing cognitive or social difficulties. This report
summarizes my stay and how this experience is shaping my
research vision for the future.

1. Experiencing a research environment where clini-
cal care and science meet

Washington University is internationally recognized for
its strong collaboration among medical doctors — including
neurosurgeons, neurologists, and psychiatrists — as well as
neuroscientists and biomedical engineers. Joining the De-
partment of Neurosurgery and the Mallinckrodt Institute of
Radiology has been both inspiring and eye-opening. Here,
researchers and clinicians work side by side to understand
how the human brain functions — not only as an academic
question, but as a practical foundation for improving patient
care.

One of the most striking aspects of this environment is
the seamless interaction between surgical rooms, clinical
testing areas, and analysis laboratories. Neural data collect-
ed from patients during clinical evaluations can be examined
the same day. These rapid cycles of observation, discussion,
and refinement create a culture full of energy, innovation,
and genuine curiosity.

Working in such
an interdisciplin-
ary setting has
strengthened my
appreciation for
how ideas move
across fields: en-
gineering insights
influence clinical
procedures, patient
experiences spark
new scientific ques-
tions, and computa-
tional models guide
more precise and
humane approaches

“High-precision neural recording and stimulation t0 neuromodulation.
equipment used in ongoing clinical research.”

FRISnews..o

This dynamic exchange not only accelerates discovery but
also highlights the broader social relevance of neuroscience.

Through this experience, | have become increasingly
aware of how understanding the computational and causal
mechanisms supporting social-affective decision-making
can guide the development of real-time clinical tools. Being
embedded in a clinical environment has reinforced the belief
that scientific progress is most meaningful when it brings
tangible benefits to individuals and communities.

2. A rare opportunity: learning from intracranial
brain recordings
A unique feature
of Washington Uni-
versity is access to
intracranial brain
recordings from
patients undergo-
ing neurosurgical
evaluation for epi-
lepsy. These patients
have tiny electrodes
placed temporarily in
their brain for clinical
reasons, allowing cli-
nicians to determine “Analyzing neural data collected from clinical
where seizures begin. recordings at Washington University.”
With the patients’
consent, researchers can observe how real human neurons
respond while a person views images or makes simple de-
cisions. Only a handful of hospitals worldwide offer this op-
portunity.

3. My research focus: understanding how the human
brain supports social-emotional behavior

My research seeks to understand how the brain enables
social-emotional behavior — how we interpret others’ feel-
ings, make choices under uncertainty, and adapt to shifting
social demands. These abilities rely on the coordinated ac-
tivity of the prefrontal cortex, which supports thinking and
behavioral regulation, and the amygdala, which contributes
to emotional evaluation. When communication within this
circuit becomes imbalanced, people may experience difficul-
ties with social communication, emotion regulation, or anxi-
ety-related symptoms.

Building on this neural evidence, we aim to develop mini-
mally invasive, evidence-based neuromodulation strategies
that can gently and precisely adjust the activity of this cir-



cuit. Working closely with neurosurgical teams, | am exam-
ining how stereoelectroencephalography (sEEG) — a clinical
procedure used to evaluate epilepsy and an intracranial
brain-recording technique — provides rare access to deep
brain regions involved in emotional processing. With patient
consent, we can observe how these regions function in real
time and how they respond to brief, controlled stimulation.

Through this opportunity, we investigate how direct elec-
trical stimulation (DES) and radiofrequency ablation (RFA)
influence the prefrontal-amygdala circuit and subsequent
social-emotional behavior. These methods allow us to tem-
porarily activate or inhibit specific regions and observe how
such changes affect emotional perception and social deci-
sion-making. By examining how different stimulation fre-
qguencies and targets alter behavior, we aim to identify the
circuit mechanisms that maintain healthy social and emo-
tional functioning.

The broader goal is to establish a foundation for next-gen-
eration, brain-guided interventions — personalized, cir-
cuit-specific approaches grounded in direct human neural
data. Such strategies may eventually help individuals with
psychiatric or neurological conditions by improving social
functioning, emotional resilience, and adaptive behavior.

BKRFEFZERZ AT A THRAZ2— AL 25205

and brain stimulation.

Presenting at these conferences allowed me to exchange
ideas, receive valuable feedback, and broaden my under-
standing of how social and emotional processes are studied
across cultures and disciplines. Through these meetings, |
also built connections with young researchers from Europe,
the United States, China, and Japan — networks that will be
essential for future collaborations and student exchanges.

5. Cultural and personal growth through interna-
tional collaboration

Beyond research, this overseas stay has been an important
personal experience. Living in St. Louis — with its diverse
communities, museums, and family-friendly environment —
has enriched my daily life. | have also learned from the cul-
ture of teamwork, open discussion, and mutual respect that
characterizes American laboratories.

One key lesson has been the importance of clear, acces-
sible communication. In interdisciplinary teams spanning
medicine, engineering, computation, and the social scienc-
es, effective collaboration depends on expressing ideas in
ways that everyone can understand. This insight has influ-
enced how | design presentations and guide students in my

own lab.

6. Gratitude and concluding
remarks

My time in St. Louis has deep-
ened my commitment to build-
ing a bridge between basic brain
science and practical clinical ap-
plications. A better understand-
ing of the brain7's social and
emotional circuits can support

“Intracranial EEG recording from the amygdala using FDA-approved microwires and macro electrodes in awake

neurosurgical patients.”

4. Sharing research findings at international confer-
ences

During my stay, | have presented my work at major scien-

tific meetings,

including the

Social and Af-

fective Neuro-

science Society

(SANS) and the

Society for Neu-

roscience (SfN).

These events

brought togeth-

er leading re-

searchers study-

ing emotion,

decision-making,

new strategies for mental health
and well-being.

| am sincerely grateful to the Young Leaders Overseas
Program for enabling this valuable experience. The support
has allowed me not only to strengthen my scientific skills
but also to grow as an internationally minded researcher.
| hope the knowledge, methods, and networks developed
during this stay will continue to benefit the university and
society for many years to come.

This experience has deepened my belief that brain science
holds great potential to enhance emotional well-being and
improve lives. | look forward to continuing this journey with
gratitude, responsibility, and enthusiasm.

“Presenting research on emotion perception and decision-
making at an international neuroscience conference.”
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