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Social media posts expressing mental illness such as depression are trending in today’s society.
Theaestheticsofdarkanddepressingpostsarehighlightedinblogsorsocialmediaaccountsof
youngindividuals.Consequently,thisstudyinvestigatedwhyyoungpeopleusementalillnessasan
aestheticonsocialmedia.Ontopofthat,thisstudycontributestothelimitedbodyofresearchonthis
subject.Thisstudyappliedamethodknownasnetnography,ananalysisofsocialinteractionsonline.
Furthermore,theactor-networktheory(ANT)wasemployedasananalyticaltooltoexploreinsights
anddrawconclusions.Sevenmediatorswereidentifiedaspossiblecausesthatpromptedmentalillness
aestheticuse,includingTumblr,media,attentionseekers,copingmechanism,victimhood,emoculture,
andmentalhealthawareness.Thesefindingsprovidedinsights intodevelopinginterventionsand
systematicmethodstodiscussmentalillnessproperly.Thisstudyalsoidentifiedcurrentchallenges
insocialmediaresearchregardingmentalillnessdetection.
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INTrodUCTIoN

Althoughsocialmediaservesasaplatformforyoungpeopletoexpressthemselvesandconnectwith
otherpeople,ithadalsocreatedatrendofromanticizingmentalillness(Yu,2019).Theideabehind
romanticismistoimprovethepresentationofanotiontostimulateacceptancefromtheaudience,
suchasportrayingmentalillnessasattractiveanddesirable(Nicoara,2018;Shrestha,2018;Dunn,
2017).Basically,romanticizationrepresentsideasofbeautifulsufferingorbeautifultragedy.The
awarenessofmentalillnesssuchasanxietydisorders,eatingdisorders,andobsessive-compulsive
disorder(OCD)arenotasprominentasmentalillnessrelatedtolowmoodsorthestateofbeingsad,
i.e.,depression(Roberts,2013).

Notably,theromanticizationofmentalillnessistrendingintheformofeditedpictures,graphics
interchangeformat(GIF’s),ormemesquotingmisunderstoodturmoilorsensationalizedphrases(e.g.,
“Iwanttodiealovelydeath”and“Cutebutpsycho”;Bine,2013).Thistrendcouldbeobservedall
oversocialmediaplatformssuchasFacebook,Instagram,Twitter,Pinterest,andmainlyTumblr(Fu,
n.d.;Jadayel,Medlej,&Jadayel,2017;Thelandersson,2018).Seeingthatsocialmediasitesallow
sharingandsavingaphototoone’sdevice,thesematerialsareoftencirculatedonvariousplatformsvia
sharing,reposting,retweeting,andreblogging.Hence,mentalillnesshasbecomeseeminglyalluring
andnecessary,giventhatmanyyoungpeopleareusingmentalillnessastheiraesthetics,asadisplay
oftheirquirkypersonalityoraccessoriesfortheirInstagramfeed(Nicoara,2017;Cham,2016).



International Journal of Cyber Behavior, Psychology and Learning
Volume 11 • Issue 2 • April-June 2021

14

It has been demonstrated that popularizing mental illness has negative consequences as it
distorts understandingofwhatmental illness truly is and contributes to a culture that promotes
mentalillnessasalternativeself-expression(Fu,n.d.;Shrestha,2018;Dunn,2017).Tothebestof
theauthors’knowledge,norecentstudyhasinvestigatedtheunderlyingfactorsorpotentialreasons
forromanticizingmentalillnessonsocialmedia.Undoubtedly,socialmediaiscentraltoourdaily
lives,particularlyamongtheyoung(Lloyd,2014).Generally,theyouthusesocialmediatoexpress
theiremotionsorthoughtsandseeksocialsupport(Escobar-Vieraetal.,2018;Naslundetal.,2017).
Besides,currentresearchhasshownthatsocialmediaisapowerfulplatformtoseeksocialsupporton
psychologicaldistressrelatedissues(DeChoudhury&De,2014;Andalibietal.,2015;Andalibietal.,
2016).Infact,mentalhealthdiscussionshavebecomeapparentonsocialmedia(Blair&Abdullah,
2018)andmultipleplatformsareusedtoseekandsharementalhealthinformation(Gkotsisetal.,
2016;DeChoudhury;De,2014).AccordingtoHuh(2015),theseplatformsprovidetheopportunityto
connectwithotherpeoplewithsimilarproblems,allowingthemtoexchangethoughtsandemotional
supportbygivingadviceandpsychologicalsupport.Boyd(2014)reportedthattheyouthoftenturn
toFacebookandTwittertoevadeexternalpressuresthatthreatentheirmentalhealth.

Ingeneral,socialmediaoffersthefreedomtoexpressthoughts(DeChoudhury&De,2014)and
toopenlydiscussissuesofmentalillnesstopromoteasenseofcommunity(Yu,2019).Nevertheless,
therearefundamentalrisksofstigmatizationandmisuseoftheseplatformsregardingself-disclosure
ormental illnessdiscussions (Blair&Abdullah,2018).Past researchhas identifiedmaladaptive
behaviorsonsocialmediaconcerningmentalillnesssuchasdepression,eatingdisorders,andeven
suicidalideation(Lachmaretal.,2017;Tanner,2015;Alderton,2018).

Itcouldbeobservedthatatrendhasemergedamongadolescentsandyoungadultswheremental
illnessisromanticizedonsocialmedia(Yu,2019).Usersofvarioussocialmediaplatformsstrive
tonormalizementalillnessbypresentingitasanaccessoryanddemonstratingthecorresponding
sufferingsasvictims(Dunn,2017).Thisphenomenonhasdiscountedthesignificanceofmentalillness,
aspersonalstruggleanddistressareregardedasaquirkadmiredbyyoungindividuals(Dunn,2017).
Atthesametime,aestheticallypleasingpicturesrelatedtomentalillnessandsuicideareconstantly
beingpostedandsharedbymany(Shrestha,2018).Furthermore,adoptingthepersonaofbeingsad
andmadissoughtafterandevenconsideredastrendy(Thelandersson,2018).

Themajorproblemlieswhenmentalillnessisglamorizedandromanticized,whichproduce
deleteriouseffects.Althoughsomearguethatromanticizingmentalillnessisacopingmechanism
forthosewhoaresuffering,itisevidentthatthisphenomenonposesseriousconsequences(Shrestha,
2018).Itshouldbenotedthatthebeautificationofmentalillnesshasreversedtheeffortstodestigmatize
them(Zhang,2019).Thisromanticizationalsochangesthesocietalviewsonmentalillness,leading
toagreatermisunderstanding(Shrestha,2018)duetothewidespreadmisrepresentationofmental
illnessinthecyberworld(Shrestha,2018).Mentalillnessisaserioushealthissueandshouldnot
bedepictedasacuteaccessoryoradesirablecharacteristic.Nowadays,anxiety,depression,bipolar
disorder,andOCDaredeemedassocially-acceptedcharacteristics,(Yu,2017).Wahl(1995)stated
thatpicturesaboutmentalillnessareoftenunfavorableandinaccurateastheypromotestigmaand
discriminationwhichcreatebarriersfortreatmentandrecovery.

Besidesaffectingsociety, romanticizationofmental illnessundermines thosewithclinically
diagnosedmentalillness(Dunn2017)becausecommonexperiencehasbeendescribedasamental
illness (Bine,2013). Inaway, thispractice trivializes thedebilitatingexperiencesof individuals
whostruggledaily,discreditingthembyglamorizingtheirconditionswithmerefactualinformation
(Graham,2019).Additionally,peoplediagnosedwithmentalillnessmightfalselythinkthattheir
experienceandstrugglesarenormal,thuscreatingbarrierstoseekingprofessionalhelpandtreatment.

Inaddition,empiricalevidencehashighlightedthepossibilityofutilizingsocialmediatopredict,
detect,oridentifyat-riskindividualsformentalillness,namelydepressionandsuicide(Morenoetal.,
2011;DeChoudhuryetal.,2013;Gkotsisetal.,2016;Merchantetal.,2019).AstudybyVolkovaet
al.(2016)usedsocialmediatomeasurestudents’well-beingacrossuniversitiesintheUnitedStates.
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