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Summary

Aim of the study: Adolescents are increasingly active in social media: 72% use Instagram while as many as
a quarter suffer from at least one mental disorder, Internet users among them. A number of studies confirm-
ing the mutual influence of social media and mental health have been conducted but there is a shortage of
data on the Internet activity of people suffering from mental disorders. This study aims at extending the exist-
ing knowledge by analyzing Instagram accounts of adolescent psychiatric in-patients..

Material and Methods: We analyzed the contents of Instagram accounts, links to 36 of which were hidden
in graffiti drawn by patients on the walls of an inpatient adolescent psychiatric ward. After excluding inactive
and nonexistent accounts, 21 addresses were analyzed with respect to the number and content of published
posts and comments left under them.

Results: 90% of the accounts belonged to girls. 52% revealed the owner’s identity. The posts were mainly de-
pressive, which correlated with the psychopathology of the patients. The comments differed in number and in
character depending on the content of the post: replies to posts related to body image were mainly support-
ive, while comments on posts related to self-harm mainly expressed sympathy..

Discussion: Most of the analyzed Instagram posts are related to the typical psychopathology of the patients
hospitalized on our ward. In addition, it is also similar to negative effects that social media may have on men-
tal health.

Conclusions:
The association found in the study show that conducting further research on social media use by psychiatric
patients may be clinically important.

Instagram, youth mental health, social media
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In an era when the Internet is universally ac-
cessible and social media are unwaveringly
popular, their influence on the mental health
of an individual is the focus of growing atten-
tion. A recent study conducted by the Pew Re-
search Center on a group of American teenag-
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ers has shown that 95% of children aged 13 to
17 have access to a smartphone, while 45% state
that they are online practically all the time [1]
using social media.

Instagram, one of social networking services,
is a platform based on sharing photos and im-
age content with other users with an average
of 95 million posts published daily [2]. It is the
second most popular, after Youtube, social net-
working service among teenagers — in the con-
ducted study 72% of adolescents confirmed us-
ing it [2]. In comparison, according to a similar
study conducted between 2014 and 2015, 52% of
teenagers confirmed the same, which is a consid-
erably smaller number. This is most likely due to
the change of trends in using particular services
- e.g. it is known that young adolescents, espe-
cially ones who have had contact with psychoac-
tive substances, prefer Snapchat, while a similar
group withdraws from Facebook, among others
because of the fact that it is used by their parents
or other adults [1, 3]. Current data shows that
25% of the youth suffer from mental disorders
or emotional problems [4]. Most of them are also
Internet users. There is considerable data point-
ing to the connections which psychopathology
may have with the use of the Internet. It is a two-
way interdependence. Research shows both the
negative influence of Internet use on the mental
and physical health and the type of online activ-
ity of people with mental problems. In this case
the Internet may aggravate the problems or such
activity may influence other users. Many studies
have shown among others increased incidence
of depressive symptoms in people using social
networking services [5-16].

In 2011 the American Academy of Pediatrics
first defined the term “Facebook depression” as
the symptoms of depression exhibited by chil-
dren spending a great deal of time on social me-
dia sites [17]. A meta-analysis published in 2019
confirmed the earlier findings of the negative in-
fluence of Instagram use on mental health and
established that the dominant factors related
to the incidence of such symptoms were com-
paring oneself to others and, to a lesser extent,
the amount of time spent on using social me-
dia [16]. In this context the result of another
study, pointing to Instagram, a service based on
the visual presentation of published content, as
the most harmful to mental health [18] comes
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as no surprising. Interestingly, a study conduct-
ed on a group of young adults who were not In-
stagram users showed that a week of mere ex-
posure to posts depicting attractive people of
the same sex negatively influenced the level of
their own body satisfaction in the group of fe-
male subjects of the study [19]. Teenagers seem
to be particularly sensitive to the influence of so-
cial media. This is because adolescence is a spe-
cial period in life when the formation of a sta-
ble and coherent identity is one of the main de-
velopment tasks [20]. Acceptance and positive
judgment by peers plays an important part in
the creation of self-image [21], which is why ad-
olescents put a lot of effort into publishing con-
tent and creating images which would, in their
view, be positive in the eyes of potential judg-
es. Since in the case of social media the identi-
ty of the audience is often unknown to them,
they rely on so-called imagined audience, which
is in fact their conceptualization of the people
they communicate with by the posts they pub-
lish [22]. Therefore it can be said that social me-
dia form an alternative and, through the count-
able number of likes and comments, more tan-
gible, although often also unreal space for the
performance of an important children’s devel-
opment task — creating one’s own identity. It
may be one of many reasons for the great pop-
ularity of social networking services among the
youth [23-25]. It can be assumed that we begin
to function in a reality in which part of devel-
opment tasks have been moved from offline to
online reality. An interesting observation in this
context is that the solidification of an individu-
al’s personality traits which is found at the end
of the development path of forming one’s self
is indeed reflected in the content published by
or posts liked by a given person [26]. Another
study worth noting is one concerning posts re-
lated to self-harm. It found that a visible escala-
tion of self-aggressive behaviour or using dif-
ferent self-harm techniques markedly increas-
es the number of comments left under a post
[27-29]. Seeing as popular posts cause more in-
tense brain reactions visible on fMRI (functional
magnetic resonance imaging) and prompt to like
a given post more than less popular ones [30] it
seems to have a threatening impact which may
reinforce self-aggressive behaviours, especially
if appropriate therapeutic activity is not under-
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taken. As shown in a study by Frison and Egg-
ermont [9] an increase in the number of posts
may also be a symptom of the presence of de-
pressive symptoms connected with comparing
oneself to others, which occurs after the initial
period of only following the posts. Most of the
studies conducted so far concern mainly the oc-
currence of symptoms in the entire group of In-
stagram users, whereas research concerning on-
line activity of individuals with mental disor-
ders is still scarce. It is worth pointing out that
according to studies in many countries at least
10% of patients in psychiatric care had serious
problems with Internet overuse [31, 32]. Based
on the research conducted in our center one in
three teenagers consulted at the Out-Patient Psy-
chiatric Clinic for Children and Adolescents at
the University Hospital, Krakdw, Poland use the
Internet in a problematic way, according to his/
her opinion [33]. It is not easy to study the on-
line behaviour of psychiatric patients. Majori-
ty of research involve rather adults then adoles-
cents. It is relatively rare for clinicians to be able
to view the nature of their patients” online activ-
ities. It turns out that the direct interview can be
supplemented by analyzing the activity of pa-
tients in the offline world, which relates direct-
ly to their online presence. Despite regular ren-
ovations, the walls at the In-Patient Adolescent
Psychiatry Unit at the University Hospital in
Krakow, Poland, where adolescent patients are
hospitalized, are full of scribbles left by them.
The period when nothing is written on the walls
is short and once the first inscriptions appear,
their number grows exponentially. The Unit is
underfinanced and cannot be renovated often
enough to keep the walls free from graffiti. Ow-
ing to this we gain access to content unrevealed
to us in any other form, which, due to clear, al-
though insufficiently researched connections be-
tween psychopathology, adolescence and the In-
ternet, is an important subject matter to be ana-
lyzed. Among numerous scribbles on the walls
of the unit 36 URLs of Instagram pages

were found. The analyzed inscriptions have
appeared within the last 2 years, which is the
period that has elapsed since the Unit was last
repainted.

The purpose of the study is to analyze the
content published on the pages and to deter-
mine a possible associations with the data ob-

tained by other studies concerning the nega-
tive effects of using Instagram, such as the oc-
currence of depressive symptoms or a negative
body image.

MATERIAL AND METHOD

The In-Patient Adolescent Psychiatry Unit at the
University Hospital in Krakow, Poland has 32
beds. The Ward operates within the therapeu-
tic community paradigm. The department ad-
mits patients aged 14-18 from Matopolska Re-
gion. 75% of hospitalizations are acute. Patients
are admitted mainly for life-saving indications
and the largest group of patients are adolescents
with active suicidal thoughts and tendencies re-
lated to various forms of psychopathology. Up
to the 25% of patients at the Unit has diagnosis
of anorexia nervosa. In 2018 68.9% of the hospi-
talized patients nominal gender was female and
the remaining 31.1% male. The average period of
hospitalization was 41 days. URLs of Instagram
pages were collected from the walls of the In-pa-
tient Unit. Inscriptions on the walls, including
the analyzed links to Instagram profiles, have
been created within the last 2 years, i.e. since the
Department was last repainted. The analysis in-
cluded the description of the profile, the number
of posts, the number of followers and the num-
ber of users followed. In case of public profiles
the content of the posts was analyzed. Most of
the Instagram content was published in Polish.
According to a predetermined key the profiles
were assigned to the following categories based
on their content: dark posts (related to gloomy
subcultures like ‘emo’), depressive posts, neu-
tral/other posts, art, love, meaning of life, ciga-
rettes/alcohol, posts related to body image, self-
harm, insomnia, manga, piercing/tattoos, com-
ing out, suicide, vegetarianism, healthy diet,
body painting, gruesome posts, religion, fami-
ly problems, violence, drugs, LGBT. Addition-
ally, posts categorized as depressive, related to
suicide or presenting self-harm were analyzed
as to the day of the week on which they were
added. Comments under the abovementioned
posts were also read and divided according to
the following key: neutral, supportive, express-
ing sympathy and willingness to help. Infor-
mation on the authors’ identities was also ana-
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lyzed by checking whether they reveal their first
names, first names, full names or faces.

Findings

We found 36 URLs of Instagram pages at the
walls of the In-patient Unit. 15 profiles which
did not exist anymore or were inactive were ex-
cluded from the analysis. Basic information re-
garding the remaining 21 profiles was collected.
16 of the remaining 21 profiles had descriptions:
7 descriptions included depressive content (ex-
amples — original spelling and punctuation were
preserved: “Prawdziwe smutne i Zalosne Zycie
pani Lucyny” (“Ms Lucy’s real sad and misera-
ble life”), “15yo.Unhappy depressed kid”, “Just
kill me now. I'm so tired of being used. No real
friends. All alone”), whereas 4 concerned body
image (examples: “14 years old. Weight 37. De-
pressed. Still too fat.”, “Hi guys! I hope u’re gon-
na help me to be skinnier”, “DISGUSTING FAT
BITCH I have huge mess in my mind. I will nev-
er fix myself. I gave up. Inpatient now.”). One of
the profiles was described as suspended; sup-
posedly due to the owner’s death (“Zawieszone
t 4.07.2017” - “Suspended t July 4th, 2017).
The average number of posts (M) was 53, the
median (Me) was 12. For the number of follow-
ers the numbers were: M =365, Me = 187, and for
the number of users followed: M =195, Me =190
(Table 1). 11 out of the 21 profiles included some
information related to the owner’s identity: 9 au-
thors revealed their names, 6 revealed their full
names, and 7 revealed their faces (Table 2). 90%
of the profiles owned by people whose identity
was known belonged to girls. 12 profiles which
turned out to be public were analyzed as to their
content. The results of this analysis is included
in Table 3.

Table 1. Basic statistical data of the analyzed profiles.

Total | Average | Median
Number of posts 1113 53 12
Number of followers 7660 365 187
Number of users followed | 4093 195 190
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Table 2. Anonymity of the profile owners.

Reveals first name | Reveals fullname | Reveals face

9/21 6/21 7121
Table 3. Content of analyzed Instagram profiles.

Content Occurrence Content Occurrence

Dark/ 6 Coming out 1

subculture

Depressive 5 Suicide 1

Neutral/other 4 Vegetarianism 1

Art 4 Healthy diet 1

Love 4 Body painting 1

Meaning 3 Gruesome 1

of life

Alcohol/ 3 Religion 1

cigarettes

Concerning 2 Family 1

body image problems

Self-harm 2 Violence

Insomnia 2 Drugs

Manga 2 LGBT 0

Piercing/ 2

tattoos

Most profiles (6) present content which is dark
and connected with a subculture, then there are
profiles which contain depressive content (5)
and ones with posts which are neutral, connect-
ed with art or love (4 profiles in each of the three
categories). No references to violence, drugs or
LGBT content was found on the analyzed pag-
es. In case of posts including content classified
as depressive, related to suicide or presenting
self-harm information on the day of the week on
which the posts were added was collected and
analyzed. The detailed results of this analysis
are presented in Table 4 and Graph 1. Data con-
cerning comments under the analyzed posts is
presented in Table 5 and Graph 2. Most support-
ive comments were left under posts concerning
body image, while comments expressing sympa-
thy and willingness to help were found mainly
under posts concerning self-harm.
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Table 4. Adding posts identified as depressive, concerning the meaning of life, suicide, self-harm and body image by day

of the week.

Day the post was added Mon Tue | Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun
Depressive posts 2 1 1 0 0 2 3
Meaning of life 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
Suicide 0 1 0 0 1 0 1
Self-harm 2 0 1 2 1 3 5
Body image 0 0 0 1 0 1 0
Total 4 2 2 4 2 6 9

10 | — —- Depressive posts ~— - — Suicide ~ ++++eeer Selfharm = = = = Body image Total

8

6

4

2

0

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

Graph 2. Posts identified as depressive, concerning suicide, self-harm and body image and types of comments.

Table 5. Posts identified as depressive, concerning suicide, self-harm and body image and types of comments.

Number Comments expressing sympathy/ Neutral No comments Supportive

of posts willingness to help comments comments
Depressive 10 1 4 5 0
posts
Suicide 3 0 0 0
Self-harm 14 4 4 0
Body image 2 0 0 2
Total 29 5 8 14 2

One post devoted to “coming out” due to the
sexual orientation was found during the anal-

“depression”,
line), “pills”, “sad”, “cry”,

s

Vs

ascentra” (brand name of sertra-
niebojesie” (“Imno-

ysis. It featured a photo of a girl with a pack-
age of antidepressant medication; the girl’s face
was clearly visible. Among the hashtags were:
“przerywam milczenie” “breaking the silence”),

tafraid”), “choroby psychiczne” (“mental illness-
es”), psycho”. Comments under the post were
supportive and expressed sympathy.
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DISCUSSION

The analysis of Instagram profiles whose URLSs
are among many inscriptions on the walls of the
In-Patient Adolescent Psychiatry Unit at the Uni-
versity Hospital, Krakow, Poland is a fragment
of a wider phenomenon that is the graffiti of dif-
ferent kinds repeatedly placed on the walls by
the patients. It is difficult to structure the anal-
ysis of this phenomenon. The content found in
this form on the walls is mostly the manifesta-
tion of preferences and traits of a given person,
a group or a subculture which they represent.
It can be assumed that Instagram profiles serve
a similar purpose: they are a virtual representa-
tion, a social cyberface, a created image of the
owner of the profile. Finding a few dozen URLs
of the patients’ Instagram profiles on the walls
of the Unit, where camera phones are banned,
seems to be a meeting on the border of being of-
fline and online, which, given the proved and
very strong impact of social media on adoles-
cents, may additionally increase the significance
of the mutual influence of social media and the
mental health of an individual.

An interesting observation is the reflection
of the proved negative consequences of be-
ing an Instagram user in the form of the con-
tent revealed on the patients’ pages. Our analy-
sis shows that this content is mainly the expres-
sion of depressiveness and a negative image of
one’s own body, which most often forms a con-
tinuum of symptoms of self-aggression. It can
be seen that the most common traits observed
in hospitalized patients in the Unit and the ma-
jor negative consequences of using Instagram
(such as decreasing self-esteem or triggering of
depressive symptoms [5-16]) are similar. It is
also worth noting that girls are both the majori-
ty of owners of the Instagram profiles revealed
in the form of inscriptions on the walls and the
majority of the patients in the Unit. At the same
time they are a group which is most susceptible
to deterioration of mental state caused by Insta-
gram content [19].

The collected data shows that posts were pub-
lished mainly at the weekends, specifically on
Sundays, which is associated with the fact that
during the hospitalization the patients spend
some weekends outside the Unit on leaves of
absence, during which time (unlike when in
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the Unit) they use the Internet freely and are in
touch both with other patients and with peo-
ple from outside the Unit. It does not leave the
Unit, which functions as a therapeutic commu-
nity, unaffected [34]. In the theory of such com-
munities their so-called “second lives”, not sur-
facing in the general discourse, are considered
one of the worst phenomena. An illustration of
the Unit’s second life is, among others, the an-
alyzed graffiti, whose content is often opposi-
tional to the Unit’s staff and which often rapid-
ly increases in amount following difficult situ-
ations taking place in it. However, taking into
account the intense reactions between patients
in social media, it can be said that we are be-
ginning to face not only the Unit’s second life
but also a third one, which generates complete-
ly new challenges to adolescent psychiatry. It is
often patients and not the staff who are first in-
formed of the former patients” plans to return
to the Hospital, of coordinated suicide attempts
or of declarations of increased suicidal thoughts
and tendencies in patients. To give an example
of such an activity, a few years ago the Unit ther-
apists reported information passed by some pa-
tients of the existence of a Facebook group com-
posed of the Unit’s current and former patients
and their close friends. The content of the con-
versations held by the group only sporadically
surfaced in the general discussion with the staff.
At the moment there is no information of the ex-
istence of this or a similar group, but it is diffi-
cult to ascertain whether the group has ceased
to exist or whether the patients are hiding it or
do not bring it up in spontaneous conversations.
It is a fact reported by the therapists that patients
avoid the topic of their activity in social media as
they consider it unimportant or too private and
hermetic to be discussed with adults. It seems to
be another type of activity to which we have too
little access and about the significance of which
we have too little knowledge. Such patients” im-
mense activity in social media results in a situ-
ation in which the patients” daily life is influ-
enced not only by interactions between them,
their families and the staff, but also by the Unit
former or future patients. Can such situations as
described in paper should be prevented and if
s0, how? How can the obtained information be
used? Are there or can there be appropriate pre-
ventive methods for the negative consequences

of described phenomenon? Is it only a new way
of expressing a psychopathology typical for ado-
lescents, which gained a new, virtual dimension,
whose dynamic development makes it more and
more inaccessible to the staff caring for adoles-
cent patients? Is it not significant that the Ins-
tagram profile URLs on the walls were spotted
among the graffiti by medical students rather
than the Unit older staff for whom these inscrip-
tions remained unrecognized? It is known that
Instagram has introduced a help system for us-
ers — an attempt to tag or search for phrases re-
lated to e.g. suicide or self-harm will result in
the display of a simple message and an algo-
rithm that can be used to get help in crisis [35-
39]. However, it remains unknown whether such
preventive methods are sufficiently effective. So-
cial media also fail to consult specialists in this
respect (e.g. in Europe only specialists from the
United Kingdom and Bulgaria have been con-
sulted). Not enough research on the subject is
conducted. There are studies on the possibili-
ty of assessing personality traits [26, 40, 41] and
detecting the increased risk of symptoms of de-
pression [42, 25] based only on social media con-
tent, but they are not sufficiently focused and,
although very promising, require more in-depth
research. A separate question is to what extent
obtaining information from the Internet can be
a part of a psychiatric examination. It is obvi-
ous that in an inpatient clinic important infor-
mation about patients is collected by observing
their interactions with others. Should then the
virtual space be treated as private space which
we should not access or as social space which
could be a part of the examination, e.g. in the
form of an active question examining social me-
dia activity and, optionally, with the patient’s
consent, looking at the published content to-
gether with the patient? On the one hand it is
known that obtaining information about the pa-
tient from sources other than a direct conversa-
tion may have negative implications. On the oth-
er hand, however, does looking at the patient’s
social media profile together with her/him fall
into the same category?

An interesting finding was also the fact that
there were no negative comments under ana-
lyzed posts. Our hypothesis is that such pro-
tiles are viewed mainly by people with similar
experiences and difficulties to the profile own-
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ers. It may therefore be the result of subcultural
loyalty and/or fear of hurting or criticizing a per-
son with similar symptoms to the one who com-
ments it. The commenters may also fear a nega-
tive assessment when he or she publishes a post
with similar content.

It is possible that by the time this paper is pub-
lished it will have partly lost its currency, be-
cause what is characteristic of teenagers’ Inter-
net activity has its very dynamic changeabili-
ty. Research on mutual influence of social me-
dia and psychology, especially in adolescents,
should be frequently updated and analyzed in
many contexts, so that the major trends in the
changes of this influence and its understanding
in the context of child and adolescent psychia-
try can be identified. The ethicality of analyzing
patients” Instagram profiles was discussed but it
was finally decided that revealing the URLs on
the walls of the Unit constituted a form of the pa-
tients’ public expression, which was also in many
cases anonymous, and that the cognitive and be-
havioural analysis therefore seems to be of clin-
ical importance. The analysis was performed by
members of the Child and Adolescent Psychia-
try Student Research Group, which meant that
the analyzed content of the patients’ Instagram
profiles did not influence the work conducted
by doctors and therapists with their patients. To
make the identification of the patients impossi-
ble, all their personal details appearing the con-
tent quoted in the paper have been altered.

The study had a rather naturalistic charac-
ter (researchers had no influence on the selec-
tion of the group creating the analyzed content).
This circumstance is one of the limitations of the
study, making it impossible to closely link the
research material with the psychopathology of
specific patients.

CONCLUSIONS

The collected data shows that the content pub-
lished by the patients of the Unit goes along
with the results of other studies, which proved
the negative consequences of using social me-
dia for the mental health, especially of teenag-
ers after suicide attempts who face increased su-
icidal thoughts. It seems critically important to
continue to research the influence of social me-
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dia on children and adolescents and the symp-
toms of illness, to analyze the Internet activity of
people suffering from mental disorders and to
search for possible Internet-related methods of
preventing the disorders. It is also very impor-
tant to create universal and effective guidelines
for psychoeducation and social movements and
to attempt to create a safe space for teenagers,
where they could share their experiences, also
online, which can greatly influence adolescents’
mental health.

In the current reality, where a significant part
of the interaction and social life of a teenager
may take place on the Internet, it seems neces-
sary to extend the psychiatric examination of an
adolescent with a detailed interview focused on
their functioning in social media.

So far there has been a lack of sufficient data
concerning the Internet activity of people suf-
fering from mental disorders. The association
found in the study show that conducting fur-
ther research in this field may be of scientific and
clinical importance.

This research did not receive any specific grant
from funding agencies in the public, commer-
cial, or not-for-profit sectors.
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