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Olivia is very interested in supporting mental health among children and young people. This 
arises from Olivia’s personal experience with mental health and how the support benefitted 
her. Olivia has worked with many children and young people, particularly those with complex 
needs in Rawtenstall. Olivia feels that social media has a significant impact on the mental health 
of children and young people Olivia’s undergraduate dissertation employed a qualitative 
technique to interpretively analyse images related with the hashtag #Depression on Instagram 
in order to better understand how people identify specific images with a ‘negative’ term.  

 

 



Abstract 

Introduction: Existing research shows that viewing images connected with depression-related 

material can influence an individual’s own feelings of depression. Several research studies 

suggest viewing imagery emphasising a negative outcome intensifies depressed symptoms in 

people. However, there is limited research examining how young people interact with 

Instagram and hashtags and what types of images are associated with #Depression.  

 

Methods: Through theoretical sampling, the top one hundred Instagram posts with 

#Depression was accumulated. By analysing each image and coding these images, depending 

on their photograph and caption, images were analysed using grounded theory. The study used 

themes to piece together common patterns from coded data to investigate the association of 

images related to #Depression.   

 

Results: Four themes emerged from data collection: subjective experiences, emotional 

reactions, process of change, and forms of expression. These themes all included sub-themes 

such as death, love, personal experiences and memes.  

 

Conclusion: The researcher discovered #Depression on Instagram was viewed from a positive 

perspective as the study revealed a large majority of users adopted this hashtag to share 

personal experiences and promote depression awareness. The researcher also identified 

Instagram users shared a variety of methods to assist the management of depressive symptoms. 

The use of memes connected with #Depression was originally viewed as negative, however the 

study revealed that memes are often used as a form of expression. 



 

Limitations and recommendations: The key limitations of this study include the researchers 

narrow sample set, which may not be generalisable to the larger population, although the 

researcher offers justification for these decisions. According to the study, more research with 

‘generation alpha’ is needed, as well as evaluation of other types of social media such as 

TikTok. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 

Before Instagram is branded as a toxic social media site, there is a compelling need to 

investigate the range of depression-related material being shared on this platform. Therefore, 

this dissertation will focus on a non-participatory research study to investigate the link between 

hashtag use and depression, as well as interpretively analyse images connected with 

#Depression on Instagram. The findings will be examined, and important discoveries will be 

identified. 

 

Background to Study  

Social Media   

Social media is described as a platform of technology that enables individuals to exchange 

ideas, opinions, and information, as well as construct virtual networks and communities (Appel 

et al, 2020). According to the Office for National Statistics (2020), 70% of people aged sixteen 

and over engaged in online activities such as social networking sites in 2020. Whilst Ofcom 

(2021; p 31) proposes “older social media adults are more likely to have a Facebook profile, 

whilst younger social media users prefer Instagram”. A 2018 report by Commonsense Media 

revealed 81% of young people use social media, with more than a third accessing social media 

sites repetitively. The cause of this is perhaps due to the greater accessibility of websites from 

mobile technology. The findings indicate that social media plays a significant role in a person's 

everyday life, and that how a person interacts with social media affects their mood and, 

ultimately, their ability to cope (Centre for Mental Health, 2021). Alongside these statistics, 

there is an interest in the effects of social media on young people’s cognitive development and 

psychological well-being (American Psychological Association, 2019).  

 

 



Instagram  

With over 700 million active users, Instagram is one of the most popular free sharing platforms 

for images, videos and conversations (Hunt, 2017). Instagram allows anybody over the age of 

thirteen to capture and share images and videos with other online users and allows followers to 

like and comment on posts (Instagram, 2022). Since the launch in 2010, Instagram has become 

a means of validation for young people, their identities, and their thoughts (Sosik and Bazarova, 

2014; Thomas et al, 2017). Roughly 27% of Instagram’s global active users are under twenty-

four years old (Statista, 2022), indicating more than a third of Instagram users are viewed as 

the younger generation. This highlights the importance of understanding the use of Instagram 

and the safety available for young people. While there are millions of young people who are 

engrossed in social media, the basis for this research focuses on an intriguing, less discussed 

reason; the link between #Depression and the types of imagery associated with this hashtag.   

   

 

Mental Health   

Mental illness amongst young people is on the rise, with over 337,000 people contacting 

children and young people’s mental health services between October 2020 and September 2021 

(NHS Digital, 2021). Although good mental health involves the capacity of being able to think 

and behave in ways that one wishes (Fusar-Poli et al, 2020), poor mental health can affect one’s 

thinking by making it harder to cope with their feelings and reactions (MIND, 2017). McManus 

et al (2016) estimates that each week, one in six people would be affected by mental health 

issues. In support of this, Twenge et al (2019) implies the incidence of young people reporting 

symptoms consistent with severe depression increased by 52% between 2005 and 2017. Ford, 

John and Gunnell (2021) also found that rates of probable mental health conditions have rapidly 

increased since 2017, with at least 16% of children and young people living with probable 



mental health conditions. This implies that while the incidence of mental health has increased 

in previous years, the understanding of influential factors needs to be more developed (OECD, 

2021). Evidence has also highlighted the increasing prevalence of mental illness, particularly 

during the coronavirus pandemic, as research by Zhou et al (2020) indicates that around 21% 

of people suffered deteriorated mental symptoms during the COVID-19 pandemic.   

   

Depression  

According to the World Health Organization (2021), depression is often characterized by 

gloomy, irritated moods, as well as the loss of pleasure or interest in daily tasks. With 

depression in children and young people being one of the most common and recurrent mental 

health conditions (Pile, Shammas and Smith, 2020), Haefner (2016) estimates nearly 8% of 

young children suffer from depression, due to life experiences, genetic inheritances, academic 

outcomes, drug abuse or sociocultural models (Bernaras, Jaureguizar and Garaigordobil, 2019; 

Radez et al, 2021). As reported by Warrender and Milne (2020), social media is one of the 

most prevalent causes of depression since social comparisons are often pushed, along with poor 

body image, sleep issues and cyberbullying (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). According 

to Festinger (1954), social comparison is a sociological self-esteem in which people get a sense 

of self through comparing themselves to others. In support of this, McCrae, Gettings and 

Purssell (2017) conducted a systematic review of eleven studies related to the association 

between social media usage and depressed symptoms in children and young people. To collect 

relevant studies, the following search strategy was used: “child/adolescent aged 5-18, social 

media exposure, and depression/depressive symptoms as an outcome” (McCrae, Gettings and 

Purssell, 2017: p318). As a result, the researchers found a minor but statistically significant 

correlation between the two factors. Seabrook (2016) also discovered a link between negative 

social interactions on social media sites and high levels of depression and anxiety. These 



findings indicate that social media can negatively impact mental health and it is important to 

understand that social media can allow people to become disconnected from their own needs 

and happiness.   

   

Hashtags  

Hashtags are tags or words that begin with ‘#’ to represent the content of a photograph or trend 

by allowing users to search for images and boost visibility (Giannoulakis and Tsapatsoulis, 

2016). The functional goal of hashtags is to provide insight into popular subjects, brand-related 

information, and participation in campaigns with the possibility to support them through 

content imagery (Jackson and Welles, 2015; Nam et al, 2017). Ferrara et al (2014) conducted 

a study on how people use hashtags to annotate photographs, whereby the findings revealed 

that when annotating an image, individuals use multiple hashtags to convey their emotive 

description. Instagram hashtags are frequently utilised by producers because they can be used 

to characterise the visual content of a picture; they can also contribute to metacommunication 

(Chbeir et al, 2015; Rauschnabele, Sheldon and Herzfeldt, 2019). Hashtags can be used for 

more than just finding, allowing users to make them metacommunicative. The 

metacommunicative function, according to Daer et al (2014), can be divided into five codes: 

‘emphasising’, ‘iterating’, ‘critiquing’. ‘identifying’ and ‘rallying’. ‘Empathising’ relates to 

drawing attention to something; ‘iterating’ is used to express humor, and ‘critiquing’ is used to 

convey judgement. ‘Identifying’ is used to relate to the creator’s posts, while ‘rallying’ is 

applied to raise awareness. However, Gerlitz (2017) suggests one issue with hashtags is how 

they affect the meaning people make of their use. For example, because of the nature of this 

research study topic, some people may regard #Depression as a ‘risky’ hashtag as it can 

possibly link people to inappropriate content, such as self-harm (McCosker and Gerrard, 

2021).   



   

The following literature review will look at existing studies to see whether there are any 

relationships between Instagram and hashtags.   

 

Review of the Literature 

Depending on how an individual interacts with social media may have a beneficial or 

detrimental effect on their thoughts, emotions or mental process, which can all influence 

depression (Firth et al, 2019). The influence of passive social media use on depressive 

symptoms was investigated by Aalbers et al (2019), who studied 132 university students. They 

observed that people who spent more time passively using social media experienced higher 

levels of depression, loneliness and hopelessness. As a result, if a person is not actively 

responding to a social media site, they are less likely to develop depressive symptoms. As the 

study only included psychology university students, it lacks generalisability to other 

populations (Aalbers et al, 2019). On the contrary, the study was conducted virtually using an 

online study participant platform which boosts the ecological validity of the findings, since it 

can represent more accurately than a laboratory context (Anwyl-Irvine et al, 2021). Online 

research, particularly questionnaires, are more susceptible to random responses (Chandler and 

Paolacci, 2017), increasing the risk of false results. Multiple researchers found that studies that 

have better ecological validity have more trust in the generalisability of results across contexts 

(Dadurand, Shultz and Onishi, 2008; Logie and Maylor, 2009). Additionally, the study used 

experience sampling which is a method that observes individuals in their daily life, which is 

followed by high ecological validity (Ram et al, 2017).   

  

Social media use is found to be associated with increased levels of depressive symptoms, 

implying that platforms like Instagram may have a significant impact on an individual’s mental 



health, according to Aalbers et al (2019). A study which explored depression and Instagram 

was conducted by Reece and Danforth (2017), who used a machine learning tool to identify 

predictive marks of depression using data from Instagram. They looked at the Instagram data 

of 166 people and discovered depression indicators may be found in Instagram usage patterns, 

whereby their depressed signals can be detected in content posted before the date of the first 

diagnosis (Reece and Danforth, 2017). As a result, the findings point to new paths for early 

mental disorder screening and identification (Reece and Danforth, 2017). The researchers 

employed Amazon’s Mechanical Turk [MTurk] as a data collection tool, which is comparable 

to how Aalbers et al (2019) acquired their data. A separate group of MTurk crowd workers, on 

the other hand, were instructed to score the Instagram photographs gathered, but they were not 

supplied with any information about the study, nor the research participants mental health. As 

a result, validity is increased since the crowd workers demonstrated a non-biased viewpoint 

because no aspects from the research changed their ideas. However, inclusive bias occurs 

because of the convenience of MTurk crowd workers; researchers are unable to extend the date 

to match the full population due to this form of bias (Smith and Noble, 2014), which therefore 

reduces generalisability. The participants viewed photographs from Instagram, which adds to 

the finding’s validity and applicability. However, the researcher conducted two surveys: a 

depression survey in which participants completed a standardised clinical depression survey, 

and a healthy survey in which participants were screened for history of depression and active 

Instagram use (Reece and Danforth, 2017). Although people do not normally fill out surveys 

before accessing Instagram, this component lowers the validity of the study as it is unrealistic 

in real life. Nonetheless, the data indicates that the research study confirmed both hypotheses; 

depression indicators are visible in Instagram user behaviour, and these depressed signals may 

be detected in posts made prior to the day of initial diagnosis.   

   



Andalibi, Ozturk and Forte (2015) conducted a study in which they evaluated depression-

related images on Instagram and their accompanying captions. They wanted to learn more 

about how photo sharing affects the lives of those with depression. Over the course of a month, 

they gathered 95,046 depression-tagged photographs and selected 800 posts. The final sample 

included 788 photos and captions. They discovered that many of the posts indicated the creators 

have an awareness of their audience, as observed by their frequent use of questions and direct 

communication with the audience (Andalibi, Ozturk and Forte, 2015). They also discovered 

many Instagram users submitted photographs requesting help, guidance, and information 

(Andalibi, Ozturk and Forte, 2015). As a result of using #Depression and accompanying 

hashtags as semantic markers, the researcher concluded that these people may have a feeling 

of shared identity (Andalibi, Ozturk and Forte, 2015). This suggests that Instagram is viewed 

as a community of users who prefer to share interests. Andalibi, Ozturk and Forte (2015) 

utilised real Instagram comments and photographs to boost ecological validity and make the 

study more realistic. Although data was acquired using only one search phrase, limiting 

generalisability; however, the researcher believed their study technique was strong enough to 

lay the groundwork for studying depression-related photo sharing.   

   

Instagram, on the other hand, can also be viewed as a positive platform for some people. Zyl 

et al (2020) set out to create and test a short online photography, meaningful moments 

intervention targeted at improving wellbeing of Instagram users. 220 individuals were recruited 

over the course of four weeks using various social media platforms and an email, with the final 

recruiting procedure, resulting in 50 participants following a one-year follow up (Zyl et al, 

2020). The studies practical impacts demonstrated declining benefits in terms of medium and 

long-term increases in wellbeing, such as gratitude and life satisfaction (Zyl et al, 2020). It also 

demonstrated how interventions may be used to improve wellbeing and control common 



mental health disorders in the short term (Zyl et al, 2020). This proves that individuals may 

perhaps benefit from viewing more positive material on Instagram. During the intervention’s 

launch, it was revealed that Facebook, which also owns Instagram, had illegally sold personal 

and private data of its users, which may have made participants wary of using social media 

(Zyl et al, 2020). This might explain why there was such a high percentage of participant 

dropout and non-response. As a result, the study’s validity may be compromised. The study’s 

generalisability is limited since it used a single group, pre-experimental, mixed method 

longitudinal design (Zyl et al, 2020). On the other hand, conducting a small-scale pilot study 

to offer researchers with specific, step-by-step instructions for conducting an ethnographic 

study related to social media would be ideal. However, the researchers sought to learn more 

about the possibility of using social media in positive psychological therapies. 

 

Rationale 

Many people use social media, particularly younger people, to connect and communicate with 

friends, family, and other people (Rogers, 2019). As people were forced to isolate limiting their 

contact with others during the COVID-19 pandemic, many people found this daunting and 

became engrossed in social media since they had no other choice (Volkin, 2020). As people 

started to share their thoughts and feelings on social media platforms, particularly those linked 

to mental health and depression, the access rates rapidly increased (Gonzalez-Padilla and 

Tortolero-Blanco, 2020). Therefore, many literature studies focused on the types of imagery 

associated with unpleasant emotions and their detrimental influences on the mental health of 

individuals (Aalbers et al, 2019).   

   

Additionally, most research seemed to focus solely on the influence of Instagram on adults, 

resulting in findings that cannot be generalised to the wider population. Likewise, many studies 



lacked ecological validity since the tasks generated were not generalised to be used in other 

situations, such as real life (Zyl et al, 2020). As an example, Instagram users would not take 

part in a survey before accessing the platform.   

As this research study will benefit from having publicly accessible content on Instagram, since 

information may be viewed by a wide range of people, explicit material, such as self-harm can 

change an individual’s belief and mood (Jiang and Ngien, 2020). Therefore, individuals who 

view self-harm photographs on Instagram connected to #Depression, for example, are more 

inclined to self-harm themselves (Arendt, Scheer and Romer, 2019). This may help the 

formulation of a theory as to why various Instagram users associate #Depression with certain 

materials by gathering non-participatory data.  However, a growing body of evidence suggests 

that Instagram might help people become healthier and happier, depending on the sort of 

material they are exposed to (Andalibi, Ozturk and Forte, 2015; Zyl et al, 2020).   

   

There is minimal research relating to #Depression on Instagram specifically and what types of 

images individuals associate with that hashtag, besides from the study conducted by Andalibi, 

Ozturk and Forte (2015). As a result, it is critical to expand on this understanding and fill the 

gap within literature. Therefore, this dissertation will take an interpretive analysis around the 

types of imagery associated to #Depression on Instagram.   

 

Research Question 

What types of imagery is associated with #Depression on Instagram? 

Aim 

• To interpretively analyse imagery associated with #Depression on Instagram. 

• To explore the relationships between the use of hashtags and depression.  

 



 

Methodology 

Research Methodology 

The aim of this research study is to gain an understanding of images associated with 

#Depression on Instagram from a qualitative approach. The researcher chose to use a non-

participatory study as collecting visual data from social media is viewed more ecologically 

valid than other traditional approaches (Andreotta et al, 2019). This is because social media 

data emerges from real-word social environments without any prompts from researchers. 

Therefore, the researcher will analyse a set of images to identify themes using content analysis.  

A qualitative approach was chosen since it complemented the research aims, as imagery 

analysis can provide an insight into people’s thoughts and feelings (Rahman, 2017). According 

to Denzin (1989), qualitative researchers can acquire an interpretation from detailed 

descriptions of other people’s meanings and actions, which is why using this approach was 

beneficial. Although qualitative approaches are frequently criticised for researcher bias, as 

many studies involve the researcher’s own interpretations of data based on their theoretical 

perspective (Sutton and Austin, 2015), this is not a major concern for this research study as the 

aim is to examine data from the researcher’s perspective in order to understand the relationship 

between #Depression and imagery.  

Interpretivist research can provide a full explanation of why people identify #Depression with 

specific imagery, which is crucial to consider when approaching the study topic. In the broadest 

definition, interpretivism refers to a methodological approach to social science that focuses on 

how individuals make sense of the world from their own experiences and viewpoints (Ryan, 

2018). Interpretivism is often referred to as idiographic research, which examines specific 

events from an interpretivist perspective (Gichuru, 2017).  



Data Collection 

To limit the effects of previously liked and engaged with images on Instagram under 

#Depression, a new Instagram account was created specifically for the purpose of data 

collection for this study (Resnik and Elmore, 2018). The researcher used their academic email 

address and loaned a university laptop to undertake the setup of a new account.  

 

The top one hundred posts uploaded to Instagram under #Depression were collected over a 

period of one day on Tuesday 8th February 2022 by theoretic sampling. In order to create and 

refine categories of a new theory, the researcher selected theoretic sampling for discovering 

and gathering relevant primary data (Charmaz, 2006; p192). By limiting the data collection to 

less than one hundred images would result in a loss of important findings (Andrade, 2020). 

Therefore, this data set was collected to ensure the data acquired by the researcher was relevant 

to the research aims. Additionally, due to the researcher’s convenience, the data collection 

sample was completed late at night. 

The sample was taken directly from Instagram.com, whereby the researcher screenshotted the 

image and caption, including the username and accompanying hashtags for each image. For 

ethical reasons, no personal details identifying the users were collected to ensure the anonymity 

of those involved, although each post was publicly available on Instagram. 

Once the researcher collected the data set, they were saved on the researcher’s university 

OneDrive account. OneDrive was chosen to store data as it complies with the universities data 

protection regulation. The OneDrive account will be accessed by the researcher and their 

supervisor only and data will be deleted after one year, as per the university data protection 

policy (Edge Hill University, 2022). 

 



Data Analysis 

In terms of this research study, the researcher employed a grounded theory approach to collect 

images from #Depression on Instagram, in order to build a phenomenon from an explanatory 

theory (Birks and Mills, 2015; Tie, Birks, and Francis, 2019). Glaser and Strauss (1967) states 

that grounded theory aims to develop a theory that is based on data which has been purposefully 

collected and processed. Grounded theory appeared to be more appropriate for this research 

study as the researcher determined that codes were required to analyse the data set. Corbin and 

Strauss (1990) introduced four steps to the approach of grounded theory in terms of coding: 

open coding, construction of codes, grouping codes into themes and the formulation of a theory. 

As there is limited pre-existing research on Instagram imagery analysis in relation to hashtags, 

this data collection will help to contrast a systematic theory (Tie, Birks, and Francis, 2019). 

However, avoiding researcher-induced bias will be challenging due to the researcher’s inability 

to recognise grounded theory due to their embeddedness (Singh and Estefan, 2018). 

Even though grounded theory was the primary approach for this research study, content 

analysis was also used to analyse images based on the premises than an image is worth a 

thousand words (Zinko et al, 2020). Content analysis is primarily concerned with the systematic 

coding and classification of textual data, in order to discover trends and patterns (Gbirch, 2007; 

Vaismoradi, Turunen and Bondas, 2013). Although there are multiple ways to use content 

analysis, this research study focused on summative content analysis. Summative content 

analysis attempts to understand the important context of each image, whilst also aiming to 

identify the underlying meaning of a particular medium (Hshieh and Shannon, 2005). This 

form of content analysis will aid the research study’s overall aim of interpreting images related 

to hashtag #Depression on Instagram. 

Data was analysed through content analysis by finding themes within the images coding units 

(Kleinheksel et al, 2020). The researcher created a content analysis table, whereby the 



researcher inserted each image into a Word document table with three columns: image type, 

image purpose, and image code/s, allowing the researcher to develop numerous detailed 

interpretations about each image (Munn, Tufanaru and Aromataris, 2014). Duplicates (n=2), 

images with non-English text (n=3), images with captions that did not include #Depression 

(n=5) were all removed from the data set. Even though these images were not originally 

screenshotted, the researcher disregarded these images. While content analysis is handled open-

mindedly to avoid researcher bias, the researcher is necessary to make choices, such as whether 

the image of art depicts in a negative or positive light, for it to become a theme (Onwuegbuzie, 

Leech and Collins, 2008).  

 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations must be addressed in any research study. As this study is classed as 

primary research, it is critical that ethical approval from the Undergraduate Faculty of Health, 

Social Care and Medicine Non-Human Research Ethics Committee at Edge Hill University is 

acquired. 

The researcher also needed to evaluate researcher bias as an ethical concern. The term, 

researcher bias, refers to a researcher’s pre-existing beliefs and influences on a subject 

(Galadas, 2017). Confirmation bias is a type of prejudice among researchers (Schumm, 2021), 

which arises when researchers select material that confirms their own beliefs, while 

overlooking alternative opinions on the topic (Peters, 2020). To avoid bias in this study, the 

researcher examined all data and analysed it with a clear mind without any prior 

preconceptions. In addition, the researcher interacted with their supervisor using a reflexive 

approach in order to recognise the integrity of the research process and the quality of generated 

knowledge (Dodgson, 2019).  



Covert research was also an ethical consideration for this study. Covert research occurs when 

research subjects are unaware of their involvement in a study (Marzano, 2021). As a result, it 

is crucial to withhold information and conceal the genuine objective and circumstances of 

research in order to explore the research study. When a researcher acquires data, it is critical to 

keep information safe for as long as you need it (Yip, Han and Sng, 2016). To avoid this issue, 

the researcher will only collect data that is publicly available.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Results 

After interpreting one hundred images, the researcher developed ninety-nine codes which were 

inserted into a separate table. By accumulating similar codes from the original data set, the 

researcher condensed these codes into eighteen sub-themes. The researcher then further 

extracted the sub-themes into four main themes.  All these visual aids assisted the researcher 

in comprehending themes to support the results section (Vaismoradi, Turunen and Bondas, 

2013).  

Figure 1 shows how the researcher interpreted the images related with #Depression to 

establish four core themes: subjective experiences, emotional reactions, process of change, 

and forms of expression. Even though all images studied were labelled with the hashtag 

#Depression by their creators, the study found that the amount to which each image was 

linked to depression differed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

#Depression   Mj

Subjective    Mj
experiences (n= 33 )   Mj

Emotional    Mj

reactions (n= 29)   Mj

Process of change    Mj
(n= 28)   Mj

Forms of    Mj

expression (n= 33)   Mj

Substances (n= 4)   Mj

Life (n= 4)   MjTrauma (n= 9)   Mj

Personal    Mj
experiences (n=    Mj

10)   Mj
Death (n= 6)   Mj

Love (n= 5)   Mj

Power (n= 5)   Mj

Sadness (n= 12)   Mj

Struggle (n= 7)   Mj

Awareness (n=8 )   Mj

Motivation (n= 5)   Mj

Support (n= 5)   Mj

Self-help (n= 6)   Mj

Therapy (n= 4)   Mj

Art (n= 4)   Mj

Communication    Mj
(n= 4)   Mj

Memes (n= 11)   Mj

Quotes (n= 14)   Mj

Figure 1: Themes identified across content posted under #Depression on Instagram. The four themes are shown as headings and 
sub-themes are shown in boxes. 



Subjective experiences 

The first theme was explored through a large number of images (n= 33). It was discovered that 

creators typically shared several subjective experiences images which were divided into five 

sub-themes: death, life, substances, trauma and personal experiences.  

The results discovered that a minority of Instagram creators shared death-related images such 

as suicidal idealization and the intention of harming others through violence 

(n= 6). As an example, one creator shared an image of a stickman hurting 

another stickman, which shows a desire to harm others. Whereas, another 

creator, as seen in figure two, shared an image of a post-it note with words 

scribbled out and replaced. These two values of suicide are acknowledged in 

both past and present tense. Therefore, the results uncovered that death 

experiences frequently emphasise grief, misery and suffering.  

Similarly, a number of creators shared their opinions on the types of problems 

they have experienced from the realities of life (n= 4). In the caption of one image, “When you 

share your goals and dreams with the world there will be people who give support, people who 

give advice, and people who give criticism (and everything in between. Remember this: you 

don’t need to take advice from people who don’t have the life you want”, supporting the need 

for people to pursue their own paths without the concerns of others.  

Substances was another sub-theme developed from a few images that were linked to medicine 

and alcohol (n= 4). One creator used #Depression as an opportunity to honour depression 

medication by expressing their positive experience in the caption “One of the best decisions in 

my life!” and “Self-care is the best care! #RemoveTheStigma”.  

 

Figure 2: Image number 9 



A select group of Instagrammers used #Depression to convey their trauma stories (n= 9), 

whereby some creators shared stories relating to generational trauma and how often there is a 

lot of misconceptions relating to this type of trauma. However, other creators highlighted the 

impact of trauma on people’s behaviour and mood.  

The final sub-theme, personal experiences, was recognized as the most significant sub-theme 

by a number of creators sharing images under #Depression (n= 10). Many creators used this 

hashtag to share their own experiences of depression and other mental health conditions, whilst 

also sharing how depression can affect people’s daily life and behaviours. For example, one 

creator as seen in figure three captioned an image of themselves with the 

solemn expression, “Visual representations of how life feels right now. An 

unfiltered, messy whirlwind of BS and emotions and life admin that I can’t 

seem to organize in my head”. On the other hand, users under #Depression 

shared images to increase depression awareness, as seen in image number 99 

who states “Taken in 2012, during an addiction-driven crisis period, an hour 

after this picture was taken, I tried to take my own life. Check in with people. 

Especially those you know may be struggling. Drop them a message. See how 

they are”. 

 

Emotional reactions 

The second theme was represented by several creators (n= 29) who typically shared a number 

of emotional reactions, which were represented by four sub-themes: love, power, sadness and 

struggle, all of which utilised #Depression to communicate various emotions.  

 

Figure 3: Image number 36 



Many Instagram users (n= 5) shared elements of love as identified by the researcher. For 

example, one creator shared an image of a cartoon woman with visual text referencing the 

relationship between weight gain and self-love, describing it as “No amount of weight gain, 

should sink your self love. It’s okay to have goals, but… Make peace with your current body”. 

Whereas other creators used the sub-theme love to talk about their significant partner, “You 

are my favourite person”.  

Alternatively, other Instagram creators shared images relating to the idea of power such as 

resilience and recovery (n= 5). As one creator shared an image stating “Resilience is very 

different than being numb. Resilience means you experience, you feel, you fail, you hurt. You 

fall. But, you keep going”, other creators shared images of how recovery benefited their mental 

wellbeing under the use of #Depression.  

A large number of creators used quotes, poems and memes to communicate sadness (n= 12). 

With one creator emphasising how sadness makes people feel uncomfortable, “My mind takes 

me to places I don’t want to be. Forcing me to watch things no one should see”, other creators 

explained how being alone makes them overthink their feelings.  

In the final sub-theme, struggle, creators shared images relating to their 

everyday problems and obstacles during recovery (n= 7). One creator 

acknowledges the effects of trauma on an individual, seen in figure four. While 

other Instagrammers wanted to raise awareness of recovery through posts that 

enabled the creator to share their personal experience, such as ““I couldn’t 

have made a better choice” and “Can’t recommend him enough”, as seen in 

image number 33. 

 

 

Figure 4: Image number 81 



Process of change 

Under #Depression, the theme process of change, was identified by multiple creators (n= 29) 

who described several stages of transformation as underlined by the five sub-themes: 

awareness, motivation, support, therapy and self-help. 

Despite the fact all images were created to engage with an audience under 

#Depression, one creator repurposed their image to raise awareness about 

uncomfortable conversations about anxiety and the reality of recovery being 

a time-consuming process. In figure five, the creator shared an image sharing 

awareness to other people who may be starting a difficult conversation. 

Under the sub-theme of motivation, multiple creators shared their experiences 

of recovery and coping techniques used for those with depression (n= 5). One 

creator highlighted the significance of regaining control over life and making the best decision 

for themselves, as seen in image number 64.  

Likewise, support was also considered to be a sub-theme from the researchers analysis as they 

identified several Instagram creators (n= 5) uploaded images of verbal 

advice. For example, in figure six, the creator talks about significant 

trauma and how there are alternative treatment methods available for those 

with depression.  

The sub-theme of therapy featured a variety of images which linked to 

therapeutic experiences from multiple creators viewpoints (n =4). One 

creator shared a storyboard image relating to the conversation they had 

about meeting a therapist, whereas other creators shared images relating 

to the benefits of therapy.  

 

Figure 5: Image number 13 

Figure 6: Image number 95 



This follows on into the final sub-theme, self-help, which consisted of a number of creators 

who shared their self-help experiences, advice and tips in their posts (n= 6). One creator shared 

an image of a boat in water with the caption, ““Up north in Canada, doctors are prescribing a 

minimum of two hours per week in nature for patients battling mental disorders like anxiety 

and depression”, raising awareness of another country in how they are taking the steps to cost-

effectively reduce symptoms of depression. Other creators under this sub-theme shared images 

of self-help tips such as cleaning.  

 

Forms of expression 

The final theme, forms of expression, included images of expressive aspects 

that were used to communicate distinct thoughts (n= 33), divided into four sub-

themes: art, communication, memes and quotes.  

Under the sub-theme of art, Instagram creators shared several images (n= 4) 

which expressed depressive experiences through artistic mediums, such as 

paintings and drawings. One creator shared an image of a stone sculpture that 

was used to represent the shape of a human, along with supported text “How it 

truly feels to live with a mental illness…”. While other Instagrammers shared 

images relating to communication (n= 4). One creator shared an illustration 

relating to the questions a person with bipolar disorder may receive, as seen in figure seven.  

Figure 7: Image number 31 



The sub-theme, memes, on the other hand was often expressed by Instagram 

users under #Depression as these creators wanted to share a comedic value 

relating to depression. Figure eight shows an image of a meme relating to 

endometritis education. Although this image contains #Depression, it shows the 

audience that there are a range of other factors which can impact the formation 

of depression in individuals.  

A strong majority of creators (n= 14) shared images of quotes under 

#Depression. Creators shared images relating to trauma occurring by chance, 

reassuring quotes to help individuals suffering from depression to rediscover 

themselves, and supportive quotes for those struggling with recovery.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Image number 55 



Discussion 

The aim of this study was to explore the relationship between the use of #Depression and 

associated imagery, applying grounded theory and content analysis methods to interpret the 

images collected via the social media platform, Instagram. The researcher sampled one hundred 

images, coding their interpretations of each image and collapsing the codes into sub-themes 

and themes. The four themes overall interpreted from the images were: subjective experiences, 

emotional reactions, process of change, and forms of expression. The results suggest that while 

all of the images examined were hashtagged #Depression by their creator, there was a diverse 

range of content submitted under this hashtag, revealing a wide spectrum of elements of 

depression.  

An initial analysis of the one hundred images collected involved the researcher interpreting the 

content and type of images associated with #Depression on Instagram, the researcher 

established many images consisted of cartoon graphics, ‘selfies’, educational materials and 

memes. Through this initial analysis, it was clear that visual imagery was commonly used as a 

vehicle for expressing and communicating the concept of depression; with the researcher 

identifying that only a few images were based predominantly on textual captions. Importantly, 

many images included opportunities for potential coping mechanisms such as cleaning and 

seeking interaction. In support of this, a study conducted by Pilkington and Wieland (2020) 

identified the use of pets and animals, relaxation interventions and exposure to sunlight, all 

aided individuals to cope with anxiety and depression by themselves.  



The researcher also identified that many Instagram users shared images under #Depression to 

gain a sense of shared identity. Although Bailey et al (2020) suggest that users on social media 

platforms frequently share the perspective of their online identities by presenting ‘fake’ 

versions of themselves, the findings of this study imply that many creators 

shared the perspective of their true selves by sharing their own personal 

experiences with #Depression. As seen in figure nine, one creator shared their 

personal experience of depression and how it is important to check up on 

people who may be struggling. In support of this awareness, Bucci et al 

(2019) suggest that online peer support can help individuals establish new 

relationships, feel less alone or connected with people. Therefore, the 

researcher identified that users who do share personal experiences under 

#Depression may view Instagram as a safe community, which is supported 

from the literature of Andalibi, Ozturk and Forte (2015).  

One of the themes highlighted in this study was the use of #Depression to indicate or 

communicate about the process of change. The results from this theme revealed that people 

found a purpose to share therapeutic experiences from the perspective of recovery, such as 

talking therapies including Cognitive Behavioural Therapy [CBT]. Talking therapies are often 

used for the treatment of depression as they can provide an alternative form of expression and 

communication, particularly for those in the younger generation (National Institute for Health 

and Care Excellence, 2019). One creator shared an image relating to group therapy and how it 

takes time for individuals to prepare themselves beforehand. The study discovered that many 

users decided to speak about their therapy on Instagram using #Depression, which may be 

attributed to the lower level of stigma associated with therapeutic interventions. According to 

Rossler (2016), stigma is universal, although it manifests differently in individuals due to 

cultural influences. In many non-Western countries, for example, supernatural explanations for 

Figure 9: Image number 99 



mental illness are still prevalent (Ran et al, 2021). This might explain why there is such a high 

dropout rate, as people may find it difficult to discuss their mental illness and engage in 

continuous, therapeutic treatment (Dixon, Holoshitz and Nossel, 2016). However, as society 

has grown more understanding of mental health difficulties and more supportive of those with 

issues, it has become more normal for people to communicate about their mental illness (NHS 

Digital, 2018). Therefore, the results from this study identified that Instagram users are open 

to discuss their experiences of depression and therapy under #Depression.  

Another common finding of images with #Depression was the use of motivational quotes and 

poems. According to Turk (2019), the use of motivational messages on social media platforms 

is increasing, which may be seen positively; nevertheless, many of these messages originate 

from creators who are struggling to support themselves. As a result, although some Instagram 

creators share motivational quotes with other users, it could be argued that this is an opportunity 

for both the creator and the reader to enhance their self-esteem, while also influencing others 

to raise their self-awareness via empowerment. As supported by Thomas et al (2020), if more 

users submit encouraging quotes and poetry, the findings of this study might define Instagram 

as a helpful online community. These results also build on existing literature from Andalibi, 

Ozturk and Forte (2015) who identified many Instagram users who shared supportive content 

as they were aware and thinking of their audience. On the other hand, it is also important to 

consider the way motivational quotes are perceived by children and adolescents. While 

Instagram users appear to regularly correlate #Depression with motivating posts, Bedrov and 

Bulaj (2018) argue that motivational quotes may not always positively deliver signals and may 

even exacerbate difficulties. As noted by Pendry and Salvatore (2015), this highlights the 

importance of adolescents participating in online communities and receiving feedback on 

activities that can create a sense of social validation and connection to other users. The 

discovery of motivational quotes and poems from this study suggest that Instagram has the 



potential to become an inspiring social media platform by portraying #Depression in a positive 

light, by supporting one another, and by instilling hope in those who are struggling; however, 

it is important to consider how these types of images can lead to an unrealistic world (Gokhale, 

2012). 

Another interesting finding from this research study indicated that many Instagram users 

include hashtags for the purpose of metacommunication. As metacommunication occurs 

between a sender with an accompanying message to a receiver (Haan et al, 2021), the purpose 

of metacommunication on Instagram would be to post an image with a caption for the reader 

to view. Although the researcher was not looking for metacommunicative functions, it was 

evident that this was a common concept identified within the images. The results found that 

Instagram could be used as a metacommunicative platform as many images referred to the five 

functions of metacommunication. Under the theme, forms of expression, many Instagram users 

shared images relating to expressive arts which would identify under the function of ‘rallying’ 

and ‘iterating’, as the posts drew attention from the purpose of comedic values. Likewise, the 

images under the theme of subjective experiences considered all metacommunicative 

functions. Therefore, this study supports the claim of Daer et al (2014) by suggesting 

metacommunicative values can provide an insight into the relationship between the type of 

imagery posted and #Depression.  



Although previous research found that Instagram users experience higher 

levels of depressive symptoms from viewing negative content online 

(Faelens et al, 2021; Adeyanju et al, 2021), the results from this research 

study identified that many users wanted to purposely share happier and 

healthier content, such as their recovery celebrations from treatment and 

therapy related to depression. For example, the creator of figure ten 

intentionally shared their celebrations around medication and how it 

enabled them to overcome their suffering by their loved ones supporting 

them in terms of how they can seek help. According to Moran et al. (2012), 

discussing recovery achievements can help people transform their 

stigmatised views into a source of information. Similarly, Nurser et al (2018) suggest that 

individuals who receive a recovery narrative that includes components of personal experience 

can gain personal inspiration, enhanced empathy and understanding (Deegan, 1988), and 

validation of challenging personal experiences (Williams et al, 2018). In contrast, Rennick-

Egglestone (2019) found evidence for the opposite effect, where the sharing of personal 

recovery stories can also contribute to recipient distress, such as if the reader feels angry that 

they have experienced greater hardship than the creator. Therefore, the type of personal content 

creators shares on Instagram under #Depression should be aware that their story may impact 

in a helpful and harmful way on those who read their stories.  

Figure 10: Image number 86 



The researcher also identified images posted to Instagram under #Depression can influence the 

management of depression symptoms into adulthood. Images under the process of change 

theme were largely focused on the shift from depression being viewed negatively to depression 

being viewed positively. One example of this was viewed in figure eleven, the 

image demonstrates how the use of organising clutter can be viewed as a self-

help technique for those with depression. In support of this, a study conducted 

by Latha et al (2020) demonstrates individuals could be positively influenced 

by other people’s Instagram posts through the sharing of depression-

supportive material. Although this is often viewed as a positive meaning, 

Foland-Ross and Gotlib (2012) suggests individuals who suffer from 

depression are more vulnerable to interpret information in a negative manner. 

Therefore, individuals with depression who view Instagram posts under #Depression may 

misinterpret the true meaning of the image. Kaiser et al (2015) suggests this may occur in 

individuals with depression as they are more inclined to ruminate about the same, overthinking 

thoughts.  

On the contrary, the research study sheds a new light on the link between sadness and memes, 

as the researcher identified around a quarter of images under #Depression related to the format 

of memes. According to Chadwick and Platt (2018), humour is seen as a fundamental 

component of human relationships; so, Instagram creators employed humour on a regular basis 

to compose a comic value related to depression, maybe due to the popularity of comedic posts 

on Instagram (Al-Rawi et al, 2021). Although there are many different sorts of humour that 

people can convey, this study discovered a lot of people using gallows humour. Gallows 

humour, sometimes known as black humour, is a comedic value that use bitter enjoyment to 

address foreboding subjects such as death and illness, as well as to portray upsetting things in 

more humorous terms (Willinger et al, 2020). While gallows humour can be considered as a 

Figure 11: Image number 57 



self-protective function, namely a beneficial coping mechanism for those suffering from mental 

illness (Christopher, 2015), the frequent use of gallows humour may read as a cry for help 

(Craun and Bourke, 2014). These results might suggest that Instagram creators who extensively 

used depression-related gallows humour may lack in offline support, as identified by Papousek 

et al (2017). Based on the findings of previous studies by Gelkopf (2009), a more plausible 

explanation is that gallows humour can be employed as a useful coping tool. Overuse of coping 

techniques, on the other hand, can result in them becoming defence mechanisms (Panfil et al, 

2020). 

Within this study, the findings shown that some images under #Depression 

could be triggering to some people, for example death-related images which 

was identified six times. Due to the small number of images identified as 

explicit, the researcher did not detect this as a prevalent trend. However, as 

suggested by Nicklin, Swain and Lloyd (2020), the sharing of death-related 

images is often difficult to track and stop and by raising concerns about the 

safety of these images in the view of young people on Instagram demands more 

attention. This finding was also reported by multiple researchers who have 

highlighted their worries about spreading of explicit material to those 

individuals who interact with it (Moreno et al, 2016; Brown et al, 2017; Miguel et 

al, 2017). It may be the case that Instagram users sharing posts with #Depression 

are purposefully attempting to share graphic images to accumulate a specific type of audience 

(Fedushko and Kolos, 2019). To prohibit depression-related content online without supressing 

information that helps recovery and fosters a supportive community is particularly necessary 

for Instagram as many of their users are young individuals. On the contrary, following through 

with the limitations of explicit content would go against the concept of free speech which 

Instagram supports through their community guidelines (Instagram, 2022). Therefore, 

Figure 12: Instagram 
Sensitive Content 
Warning 



Instagram launched a new artificial intelligence warning system in to challenge the free speech 

of their users by notifying creators when their captions on an image “may be considered 

offensive” and give them “a change to pause and reconsider their words before posting” 

(Instagram, 2019). Instagram also introduced a sensitive content control in 2021 which notifies 

users when they view posts that “may contain content that some people may find upsetting” by 

limiting the visibility of certain posts that have been flagged by the Instagram community for 

containing sensitive content, as seen in figure twelve (Instagram, 2021). Similarly, sharing 

personal experiences of struggle and recovery should be encouraged and emphasised rather 

than all depression-related material being censored (Naslund et al, 2020). The beneficial 

applications of social media should be investigated and promoted to provide online support, 

connect individuals with common experiences and identify users who may benefit from 

resources, as suggested by Jolly et al (2019) and Lu et al (2021). Within this research study, 

the researcher identified that the share of personal experiences was viewed from a positive light 

as many Instagram users attempted to normalise the condition of depression, as seen in figure 

thirteen.   

Although all images in this study were labelled with #Depression, many of these images also 

had a variety of additional hashtags applied to them, such as #Endthestigma and 

#Bipolardisorder. According to Shen et al. (2018), depression is frequently 

misdiagnosed as other mental health conditions, such as bipolar disorder. 

Therefore, the researcher discovered that there were no posts that only 

contained #Depression, indicating that Instagram creators understand 

depression is frequently comorbid with other conditions (Steffen et al, 2020). 

In support of this, one creative provided an image depicting how love is a choice 

rather than a sensation, particularly for people suffering from borderline 

personality disorder [BPD]. Although this graphic shares BPD-related content with the hashtag 

Figure 23: Image 
number 94. 



#Depression, Rao and Broadbear (2019) say depression is a prevalent symptom of BPD, thus 

authors would be wise to acknowledge #Depression with this type of content. This was a 

regular occurrence in many Instagram images tagged with #Depression. As a result, Instagram 

users who share depression-related images may explore a link between depression and other 

mental health issues. Individuals may become aware, through educational posts, that 

depression is considered as multi-dimensional (Vares et al, 2015). 

While previous research has focused on the negative types of content associated with 

depression online (Karim et al, 2020; Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2019), the result from this 

study demonstrates that #Depression shares a positive connotation for individuals exploring 

this hashtag. Results from this study indicate a large number of images under #Depression 

purposefully aimed to educate and support depression awareness by displaying recovery as an 

empowering element through sharing personal experiences and promoting therapeutic 

processes, as interpreted by the researcher. In support of this, Andalibi, Ozturk and Forte (2015) 

identified similar results by suggesting users on Instagram insisted on seeking and providing 

advice, support and information to others.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Conclusion 

While significant rates of depression amongst young people have been documented by Haefner 

(2016) and Pile, Shammas and Smith (2020), this study discovered that the role of #Depression 

focused on a positive connotation by promoting awareness and support for depression. This 

includes Instagram users sharing personal experiences with depression, users revealing their 

struggles with recovery and how they overcome them, and Instagram users sharing 

motivational quotes and poems for other users to connect and feel inspired by. There were, 

however, a number of counterbalancing methods to the management of depression found by 

the researcher’s interpretation of images associated with #Depression. Self-help activities such 

as cleaning and exposure to outdoor environments were among these strategies. Despite the 

fact that self-help approaches have not been previously described in the literature, this 

distinguishes the finding as being unique to this study.  

Although previous research has highlighted concerns that Instagram users could access explicit 

content relating to #Depression, the study discovered that this issue was not detected as there 

was a small minority of images associated with this hashtag. However, explicit content was 

shown in other materials such as memes. As the objective of a meme is to share content with a 

comedic value, the researcher discovered that many posts referred to gallows humour, which 

was more unique to this study because the current generation of Instagram creators use memes 

as a form of expression. On the other hand, many Instagram users uploaded depression-related 

content that was healthier and happier, such as resilience and recovery celebrations. Strong 

connections have been extensively established in the literature as beneficial to people suffering 

from depression, with researcher such as Andalibi, Ozturk and Forte (2015) and Zyl et al 

(2020), discovering that many people share images of guidance and support.  



This research has revealed four key themes interpreted from images with the #Depression: 

subjective experiences, emotional reactions, process of change, and forms of expression. In 

light of these themes, the researcher has contributed new knowledge and bridged gaps in 

understanding the association between hashtag use and depression by interpretively analysing 

images related to the hashtag #Depression on Instagram.  

According to the research, there is evidence that individuals with depression who view this 

hashtag on Instagram may be influenced by the type of content other users post and to a lesser 

extent, can influence the management of negative traits associated with depression that can 

continue into adulthood.  

Limitations 

Content is shown under hashtags on Instagram according to a unique algorithm, therefore, the 

top one hundred posts are not necessarily the most recent, as Instagram algorithm takes into 

account engagement levels such as likes and comments, hashtag popularity, and how soon a 

post generates engagement (Mosseri, 2021). As a result, the data gathered was most likely 

based on a variety of factors. Given that the display algorithm takes into consideration 

previously liked or engaged material, it is feasible that the content examined in this study 

reflects a “default” display setting, given that a fresh account was created only for the purpose 

of collecting data. Additionally, the use of this algorithm may affect the replicability of this 

study as if another researcher searched the same hashtag today, they are most likely to identify 

a different set of one hundred images.  

Another limitation of this study is that only a specific sample set was collected due to the 

research aims and question. For that reason, the data collected may not be representative of the 

wider use of #Depression on Instagram; however, the researcher chose this approach due to the 

project’s limited timeframe and the goal of gaining an understanding of the phenomena rather 



than creating generalizable outcomes. As the researcher used publicly available posts, this 

study only reflects on a sample of creators who intended their posts to be publicly viewed. 

Additionally, the fact that this study only had one researcher was also seen as a drawback. 

When a researcher reaches a point when no new analysis can be gathered from more data, they 

will rely on the conversations of other researchers, which is also referred to as data saturation 

(Saunders et al, 2018). This would make this research study biased as it only follows one 

opinion from the singular researcher.  

 

Recommendations 

Based on the current research, it is recommended that studies should look at the effects of 

creators using #Depression on other social media platform to see whether there is a similar use. 

Additionally, it would be interesting to note whether these users contribute to new perspectives 

of depression-related content. Due to time restrictions and strict adherence to the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria, this was not feasible in this study.  

It is also recommended that future study should also look at how newer social media platforms 

such as TikTok may be used to mainstream a range of depression experiences, promote 

depression awareness, and establish a supportive online community for individuals who are 

struggling with depression.  

Furthermore, as highlighted in the PrakashYadav and Rai (2017) study, additional research 

with online social media users is needed, since they are regarded as ‘generation Z’, the group 

that is a strong contributor and is highly creative with online information and visuals. In their 

upbringing, this generation of users has been exposed to an unprecedented quantity of 

technology.  
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