
Instagram, depression and adolescents. An examination into how 

these correlate in a positive light. 
Abstract 

This paper will investigate how online communities create a safe space for users with mental health 

issues to feel connected. Instagram, in particular, has been shown to lower levels of depression as 

it fosters a community that endorses a sense of belonging. These communities create a sense of 

support through a third space which is more accessible and less daunting for users than the 

traditional forms of ‘support’. Online communities are an environment for users that enables them 

to trust the community, and feel comfortable sharing their personal experiences; allowing users to 

further understand that their identity and mental health disorders are shared with people all over 

the world. These unique communities have contributed to lower levels of depression being 

presented in people who have Instagram due to the support systems enabled by the affordances of 

the platform. 

 

Introduction 

Online communities provide a unique opportunity to facilitate conversations between users who 

present a similar identity online. One example of an online community that contributes to this is 

Instagram.  Instagram has been reported to have over one billion active users in June 2018 (Iqual 

2021). Such important conversations wouldn’t be possible without social media communities and 

networks as they allow users to believe that they are connected to a group (Mackson, Brochu and 

Schneider 2019). The size of the platform and its ability to foster connections allows for like-

minded users to connect about mental health issues through both the photo-sharing platform and 

use of hashtags (Moreau 2018). Social media communities create an “ambient nature of digital 

communication technologies, with the ability to share information and indicate the attentiveness 

and availability of social ties” (Hampton and Wellman 2018). Depression is a common mental 

health disorder and is commonly described among Australian youth. “It involves low mood and/or 

loss of interest and pleasure in usual activities …  The symptoms are experienced most days and 

last for at least two weeks.”(Beyond Blue 2021b). Depression is a worryingly prevalent issue in 

today’s society with one-fifth of Australian youth reporting mental health disorders, 80.7% of 

those being young Australian females who are reporting depressive disorders (Beyond Blue 



2021a). Social networks, such as Instagram, have provided a unique platform to create forums and 

groups dedicated to the connection of female adolescent which, in turn, aids users in fighting 

depression. 

 

Instagram creates a sense of belonging for users through engaging with their social identity. 

Instagram breeds the feeling of belonging as users can engage with other like-minded individuals. 

According to Lu, belonging can be defined as “the feeling, belief, and expectation that one fits in 

the group and has a place there, a feeling of acceptance by the group” (Lu et al. 2021). Often when 

users feel a sense of belonging, they will have a shared sense of identity; this sense of identity has 

been proven to have a strong positive effect on depression (Lu et al. 2021). Online social 

communities will often help users find a niche that they can relate to. It has been recognized that 

when users do not feel connected, or that they don’t ‘fit’ societal norms, they tend to have a 

negative perception of themselves (Jiang and Ngien 2020). Instagram has an incredibly large 

network, allowing users to find their niche, feel connected and have a sense of belonging. It has 

been reported through a study conducted by Mackson that users who had an Instagram account 

registered lower levels of depression compared to those who did not have an account (Mackson, 

Brochu and Schneider 2019). Human beings crave a sense of belonging as it’s vital for gaining 

meaningful connections with others. This is why Instagram has been recognised as a platform that 

facilitates this connection, contributing to lower levels of depression. 

 

Although Instagram commonly provides an opportunity for users to judge and discredit each other, 

which could cause Instagram to harm depression, users tend to neglect this opportunity and instead 

support each other (Mackson, Brochu and Schneider 2019). Instagram is being utilised as a tool to 

further a user’s social connections and engage with their social identity (Mackson, Brochu and 

Schneider 2019). Users will have a strong sense of identity if they are given the opportunity to 

define themselves within a group. This encourages users to align with that particular group's 

stereotype (Lu et al. 2021), which creates a safe space. Users will be encouraged to build each 

other up and share personal information. This created a positive relationship between Instagram 

and depression as users who have Instagram have been reported to have lower levels of depression. 

This shared social identity builds a trusting relationship between users within a community on 

Instagram (Lu et al. 2021). Women have been reported to find trust as an important factor to 



connect with others, as trust encourages them to express their feelings (Lu et al. 2021). This has in 

turn allowed female users to feel a sense of connection and belongingness to others when joining 

online communities on Instagram (Lu et al. 2021). Furthering the understanding that Instagram 

has a positive relationship with users who have depression as it allows them to feel connected and 

part of a safe community. 

 

Instagram better aids users to create an informational community. 

Instagram has allowed users to be able to share knowledge and create a place where there is an 

opportunity to have an informational community. The mental health community of depressive 

disorders will often utilise hashtags to connect. Hashtags are utilised by this community as it allows 

their posts to be more accessible to a larger population (Jiang and Ngien 2020). The hashtag 

‘#depression’ on Instagram will generate over 12.96 million posts (McCosker and Gerrard 2020). 

This hashtag allows other users to find support and communities that are relatable through reading 

posts with this tag (McCosker and Gerrard 2020). An important hashtag created on Instagram 

created by a Non-for-profit organisation, is the #RUOK (are you okay?). This hashtag aims to 

create and foster educational peer led conversational support for the community. it creates an 

accessible way for users to find information (McCosker and Gerrard 2020). Through discovering 

these communities’ users will often feel linked, supported, and able to seek advice for their 

disorders; the hashtags allow this information to be found in a more accessible fashion. Encourages 

users to feel more connected, aiding them to fight their depressive disorder. 

 

Trust is an important aspect in these communities on Instagram. Trust gives users the ability to 

seek and have confidence in the information shared in this third space. When users have belief and 

confidence in the space, they will often be more willing to engage and “freely exchange 

information and opinions, without worrying that shared knowledge and personal information could 

be misused or abused” (Lu et al., 2021). Lu refers to this as informational support and defines it 

as "the degree to which a user’s need for information and knowledge about depression is gratified 

through interaction with others” (Lu et al., 2021). This creates an environment where users are 

both comfortable to accept, and practice the information shared, as well as ask for advice. 

Instagram has enabled users to be aided in the psychological stress they are facing. Due to 



removing some of the negative associations with mental health disorders. (Lu et al., 2021). As 

shown above, Instagram has enabled users to access informational communities.  

 

Instagram allows users to seek help online via a third space forum 

To understand how Instagram encourages users to seek help it is important to understand what a 

third space is. A third space can be defined as a “gathering spots outside of work and home for 

groups of people to connect… create connection points for socializing in and with a niche 

community” (McArthur & White, 2016). An example of a third space is Instagram, as it gives 

users the ability to create connections with each other and join a niche community. In this case, 

the niche community is the mental health group, in specific the depressive disorders. Instagram 

gives users a place where they can share their stories and advice (Mackson et al., 2019). It creates 

a place in which users feel comfortable sharing information or personal anecdotes about their life. 

This space created gives users who would not usually seek help via the traditional means of in-

person psychologists or talking to a trusted person a place to feel safe and connected (Nimrod 

2012). As it is an online space where users do not have to take part in a face-to-face conversation, 

they can connect and create these online communities with each other which in turn allows them 

to seek guidance from other users as to how to combat their depressive disorder (Mackson et al., 

2019). Users can connect and relate to each other which also improves their depressive symptoms, 

due to feeling a connection and sense of belonging in this Instagram community (Mackson et al., 

2019). 

 

Through users being able to seek help via Instagram as a third space; gives the opportunity as well 

for users who have managed to reduce their symptoms to share their stories (Gupta and 

Ariefdjohan 2020). This creates a cycle where users can have their feelings validated, as well as 

helping others understand they are not alone (Gupta and Ariefdjohan 2020). Seeking help from 

users who have already experienced, and undertaken therapy or other means of support can make 

it less daunting for the user (Gupta and Ariefdjohan 2020). This is all facilitated via the third space 

of Instagram and has helped to ensure that these communities of users have a space to connect. 

The empowerment that is gained from a user in sharing their story has been proven to have a 

positive impact on their recovery from depression (Lu et al. 2021). With so many adolescent 

females struggling with depression this outlet has played a hand in ensuring the recovery of these 



users. Depression and social anxiety are often two mental illnesses that are presented together 

(Gilbert 2000). When these illnesses present together it can be difficult for adolescents to be open 

to communicating to a trusted person about these disorders (Gilbert 2000). The safety and 

anonymity presented on Instagram, as well as the trusted community, can give users a sense of 

relief and trust in the system (Gupta and Ariefdjohan 2020). This is due to points made above, 

about being able to connect to identity as well as having an online outlet and a third space to be 

able to seek help. Overall, the third space of Instagram has created another more approachable 

outlet for adolescent girls to be able to seek help regarding their depression disorder. 

 

Conclusion 

It can be understood that through the utilisation of Instagram, users are better equipped to battle 

their depressive disorders. Social networks, such as Instagram have given a platform to create 

forums and groups dedicated to allowing female adolescent users to feel more connected. In turn, 

better-aiding users to fight against depression and feel more connected. As mentioned above, these 

communities create a space where users can feel connected through attaching their identity to these 

support groups, which in turn leads to lower levels of depression. These communities also create 

an opportunity for information to be widely shared and spread. This can be done through utilising 

hashtags or having accounts dedicated to the depression. Instagram is also well known for its 

ability to share personal anecdotes. This allows users to have their feelings validated as well as 

help other users understand that they are not facing this disorder alone. When users are able to 

connect their identity to a group and have shared experiences it causes a sense of belonging which 

further reduces depression levels. This third space creates an environment where users are able to 

seek support in a way, they feel comfortable. As it is not in the traditional means users can be more 

inclined to share and ask for support from other users. As shown above Instagram has enabled 

users to create their identity and in turn better fight against their depression through connecting 

with these Instagram communities. 

 

 

 

 

 



References 

Beyond Blue. 2021a. "Statistics." Beyond Blue. Accessed 28 March, 2021. 
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/media/statistics. 

Beyond Blue. 2021b. "Types of Depression."  Accessed 28 March, 2021. 
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/the-facts/depression/types-of-depression. 

Gilbert, Paul. 2000. "The Relationship of Shame, Social Anxiety and Depression: The Role of 
the Evaluation of Social Rank." Clinical Psychology & Psychotherapy: An International 
Journal of Theory & Practice 7 (3): 174-189. 

Gupta, Rohit, and Merlin Ariefdjohan. 2020. "Mental Illness on Instagram: A Mixed Method 
Study to Characterize Public Content, Sentiments, and Trends of Antidepressant Use." 
Journal of Mental Health: 1-8. https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2020.1755021. 

Hampton, Keith N., and Barry Wellman. 2018. "Lost and Saved . . . Again: The Moral Panic 
About the Loss of Community Takes Hold of Social Media." Contemporary Sociology 47 
(6): 643-651. https://doi.org/10.1177/0094306118805415. 

Iqual, Mansoor. 2021. "Instagram Revenue and Usage Statistics (2021)." Business of Apps.2021. 
https://www.businessofapps.com/data/instagram-statistics/. 

Jiang, Shaohai, and Annabel Ngien. 2020. "The Effects of Instagram Use, Social Comparison, 
and Self-Esteem on Social Anxiety: A Survey Study in Singapore." Social Media + 
Society 6 (2): 2056305120912488. https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120912488. 

Lu, Yingjie, Taotao Pan, Jingfang Liu, and Jun Wu. 2021. "Does Usage of Online Social Media 
Help Users with Depressed Symptoms Improve Their Mental Health? Empirical 
Evidence from an Online Depression Community." Frontiers in public health 8: 581088-
581088. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2020.581088. 

Mackson, Samantha B, Paula M Brochu, and Barry A Schneider. 2019. "Instagram: Friend or 
Foe? The Application’s Association with Psychological Well-Being." New Media & 
Society 21 (10): 2160-2182. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819840021. 

McCosker, Anthony, and Ysabel Gerrard. 2020. "Hashtagging Depression on Instagram: 
Towards a More Inclusive Mental Health Research Methodology." New Media & Society 
0 (0): 1461444820921349. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820921349. 

Moreau, Elise. 2018. "What Is Instagram, Anyway." Here's what Instagram is all about and how 
people are using it [online]. 

Nimrod, Galit. 2012. "From Knowledge to Hope: Online Depression Communities."  11 (1): 23-
30. https://doi.org/doi:10.1515/ijdhd.2012.009. 

 

https://www.beyondblue.org.au/media/statistics
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/the-facts/depression/types-of-depression
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2020.1755021
https://doi.org/10.1177/0094306118805415
https://www.businessofapps.com/data/instagram-statistics/
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120912488
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2020.581088
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819840021
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820921349
https://doi.org/doi:10.1515/ijdhd.2012.009

