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ABSTRACT: 

In our hyper-connected yet isolating digital age, social media emerges as an intersection of digital and physical realms. It acts as a communal square where identities are formed, movements ignited, and cultural patterns woven. This project investigates the nature of mental health dialogues on social media such as TikTok and Instagram. Employing digital ethnography and qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews, it discusses how the aesthetics shaped by the attention economy are critical in drawing or deterring user interaction. Specifically, it highlights how women of color utilize social media platforms to forge new bonds of solidarity and mount challenges against entrenched societal systems. It also marks the advent of a novel style of authority characterized by relatability and authenticity, upending the traditional, distant expert image. This human-centric authority underscores the importance of displays of vulnerability, transforming social media into a stage for both empowerment but also potential oversimplification of mental health discourse. 
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INTRODUCTION: WHY CARE ABOUT SOCIAL MEDIA?
In a world hyperconnected yet paradoxically isolating, social media stands at the crossroads of our digital and physical existences. It is the new town square and the modern diary, a place where identities are crafted, revolutions are sparked, and societal trends are created. Its increasing popularity has invited harsh scrutiny over the years, leading to it being at the heart of debates on privacy, security, and mental well-being. The dichotomy of social media as a tool for unprecedented global connection against its potential to harm, particularly among the most vulnerable users, is central to these discussions. For many people, it provides a sense of validation and an opportunity for social interaction in a controlled setting (Lin et al., 2016). For others, its excessive use is a direct cause of anxiety, depression and stress due to an envy of those with seemingly immaculate lives (Bashir & Bhat, 2016). Recently, legislative and public policy actions, including a contentious Senate hearing on social media's impacts on child safety and mental health, alongside proposals to ban platforms like TikTok, have brought these debates to the forefront of national discourse.
The Senate Judiciary Committee's intense examination of social media CEOs and other sweeping measures, such as the proposed TikTok ban, underscore a pressing governmental concern. During the hearing, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg publicly apologized to the families affected by social media's adverse effects, emphasizing the company's commitment to industry-wide efforts to protect children. However, this acknowledgment was met with skepticism by some, including parents who shared stories of their children's negative experiences with social media. One parent recounted how her daughter was drawn into harmful content on several large platforms, leading to severe anorexia (Associated Press, 2024)​. The bill to ban TikTok further illuminates fears surrounding social media, extending concerns to national security and the manipulation of user data. However, beneath these geopolitical and privacy issues lies an undercurrent of anxiety about the app's pervasive influence on users' mental health, spotlighting the addictive nature of its content and the pressure it places on self-image and social interaction (Haefeli, 2024). These developments signify a crucial moment in the reevaluation of social media's place in society. 
As evidenced above, conversations about social media's impact on mental health tend to center on its negative aspects, but such a perspective overlooks the complexities of how social media reflects and influences our conversations about mental health. Rather than being solely a source of adverse effects, social media also serves as a barometer for public sentiment and an evolving forum where mental health is openly discussed, destigmatized, and debated (Fielding 2021). Through this thesis, I seek to explore social media as a reflection of how people are thinking about mental health and acknowledge its role as a medium to society's evolving understanding of mental well-being. Social media platforms have become crucial in amplifying voices that were once marginalized, allowing for a more diverse range of experiences and insights into mental health to be shared. It's a place where campaigns can go viral, where hashtags become movements, and where individuals find community and support that may not be available to them offline. A notable manifestation of this dynamic is the emergence of a phenomenon known as “social media therapy.” Although it lacks a concrete definition, social media therapy typically involves individuals offering mental wellness advice or discussing diagnoses on social media based on personal experiences with therapy. Content in this category often includes concise texts designed to simplify complex terms and conditions, like trauma or anxiety, while providing straightforward mental health guidance (See Figure 1). “Mental health influencers” who create social media therapy content can amass significant followings and are often regarded positively for normalizing mental health conversations and making mental health information more accessible. Yet, caution is advised as others have noted that popularity should not be mistaken for expertise, highlighting the risks associated with self-diagnosis, the potential oversimplification of complex disorders and the lack of credibility checks (Pretorius et al., 2022). Despite these reservations, the trend of social media therapy continues to surge, with popular posts receiving thousands or even millions of likes.
[image: ]Figure 1: Examples of social media therapy from TikTok and Instagram.
Furthermore, the intersection of race, gender, and technology creates a unique and often challenging landscape for women of color in the realm of social media therapy. While these young adults frequently engage with social media for therapeutic purposes, they also confront an increased susceptibility to exploitation compared to their white peers. Such a difference in engagement stems partly from the distinct ways in which women of color navigate networking platforms. Their usage often extends beyond personal connections to encompass activism and advocacy for pressing socio-political issues, with mental health being a notable area of focus. 
For women of color, platforms like Instagram or TikTok are not merely tools for expanding social networks or stress relief; they are also powerful channels for amplifying voices and mobilizing support around social justice issues. These platforms become stages for education, challenging entrenched beliefs and addressing the pervasive invisibility of minorities in mainstream media narratives (Reyes, 2023). In this digital activism, they often provide resources, share personal narratives, and advocate for issues that disproportionately impact their communities, such as systemic discrimination, healthcare disparities, and the stigmatization of mental illness. This is often in response to a lack of visibility for minorities in mainstream media and to raise awareness for issues that tend to disproportionately affect women of color (Lykke, 2016; Wilhelm, 2021). It's a form of digital resistance and a testament to their resilience in harnessing technology to advocate for change and social equity.
OBJECTIVES:
This thesis will explore the factors that influence young adults' preferences for following certain social media therapy accounts, with a particular focus on young women of color. The research will contribute to a broader understanding of the relationship between social media and mental health within this demographic, an area that has received limited attention in anthropological research. By examining the motivations and outcomes associated with their engagement on social media, this study aims to offer a more comprehensive picture of the complex interplay between social media, mental health, and cultural identity for young women of color, enriching the discourse with insights that can inform interventions, policy, and future research.

In addition, two central components of social media therapy, aesthetics and performance, will be the focus of this thesis. I will delve into the role of aesthetics— color schemes, formatting, and layout— in shaping users' perceptions of mental health content. These visual elements may significantly impact the effectiveness and reception of the messages conveyed, potentially influencing how information is processed and internalized by viewers. I will also explore the display of vulnerability by content creators and its effect on how audiences receive mental health information. An authentic show of vulnerability by creators could foster a more empathetic and understanding view of mental health challenges, encouraging deeper engagement and connection with the content. This multifaceted approach aims to illuminate the complexities and nuances of how mental health is presented and perceived in the digital age, particularly among marginalized communities.
METHODOLOGY:
The narratives shared on social media platforms can help identify gaps in public knowledge, pinpoint the prevalence of certain mental health concerns, and understand the communication styles that resonate most with different groups. Social media thus becomes not just a subject of scrutiny for its hazards, but also a rich resource for understanding mental health in contemporary discourse. My approach considers both the content and context of social media interactions, looking at how conversations about mental health occur and the types of content that generate the most engagement. The research was carried out through qualitative methods, specifically ethnography and semi-structured interviews. 
In the first component of the research process, I immersed myself in the digital environments of the participants. By observing the interactions and behaviors of young women of color on social media platforms, I was able to gain insights into how mental health is represented, discussed, and managed within these online communities. I was not only able to capture real-time interactions and support structures, but also give context to the observations brought up by my participants regarding the norms and values that govern social media therapy. In the second half, semi-structured interviews allowed the participants to articulate their experiences in a conversational format, providing depth and personal narrative to the data. Prior to the interviews, participants were asked to complete a consent form, affirming their understanding of the study's aims, their rights as participants, and the confidentiality measures in place. They were organized around a series of open-ended questions designed to elicit responses about the participants' engagement with mental health content on social media. The semi-structured nature ensured flexibility, permitting the interview to flow naturally while also covering important thematic areas I pre-identified. Participants were asked about their specific interactions with mental health accounts on social media and with their consent, I reviewed their feed to contextualize their experiences.  
Once data collection was complete, thematic analysis provided a structured approach to distill the participants' experiences, allowing for a rich and in-depth exploration of how women of color engage with mental health on social media and painting a comprehensive picture of the digital mental health landscape. In reporting these findings, care has been taken to preserve the integrity of the data while safeguarding the identity of contributors. The use of pseudonyms not only ensures confidentiality but also allows for a candid presentation of their insights. The subsequent discussion aims to enhance academic and public discourse by painting a comprehensive picture of the digital mental health landscape.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS:
Several theoretical frameworks can offer insightful perspectives and analytical depth to an analysis of the experiences and interactions of women of color with social media. Anti-digital dualism, Foucault's concept of power negotiation, Goffman's ideas on the presentation of self, and the theory of intersectionality can together provide a robust scaffolding for my research. 
Anti-Digital Dualism:
Digital dualism is the idea that there exists a clear dichotomy between “online” and “offline” as distinct realms, suggesting that our digital lives are a break or departure from our “real” lives. On the other hand, anti-digital dualism posits that the online and offline worlds are not separate entities but intertwined realities. This perspective is crucial in understanding social media behavior, as it rejects the notion that online experiences are less authentic or 'real' than those offline (Jurgenson, 2011). In my research, this framework suggests that social media is an extension of everyday life, particularly for marginalized groups. By applying this approach, I explore how the digital lives of women of color reflect and influence their physical lives and vice versa, offering a more holistic view of their social experiences and identities.
Foucauldian Power Negotiation:
Michel Foucault's theories of power and knowledge can be applied to explore how women of color navigate and negotiate power dynamics on social media platforms. Foucault argued that power is everywhere and comes from everywhere, which is a useful framework to analyze the interactions on social media where power can be negotiated through language, engagement, and the control over one’s personal narrative (Foucault, 1978). I examine how these women use social media to challenge dominant discourses, resist oppression, and reclaim their narratives within spaces traditionally not designed for their empowerment. They effectively harness the power of visibility and connectivity that social media provides to subvert traditional narratives and create counter-discourses. They craft spaces for the expression of their lived realities, leveraging Foucault's notion of “power/knowledge” to dismantle stereotypes and assert their autonomy. 
Goffman's Presentation of Self:
Erving Goffman's dramaturgical approach in “The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life” discusses that social interaction is akin to a theatrical performance, where individuals manage the impressions others have of them (Goffman, 1959). The aesthetics of social media content (its visuals, tone, and the style of presentation) play a crucial role in this performative process. Content creators, consciously or not, use visual cues such as color schemes, imagery, and text layout to evoke certain emotions and to make their content more relatable and accessible. The aesthetic choices can also be a strategic method of self-presentation that aligns with Goffman's idea of impression management. By crafting content that is visually appealing, content creators can influence how their message is received. Goffman can also provide insight into how creators manage societal expectations and norms regarding mental health. It can help in understanding how creators use their platform to normalize mental health discussions and how they navigate the stigma that might be associated with mental health issues.
Intersectionality:
The concept of intersectionality, coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw, emphasizes that various social categorizations, such as race, gender, and class, interconnect to create overlapping systems of disadvantage. In my thesis, this theory is vital for understanding the compound experiences of women of color on social media. It provides a lens through which to view how intersecting identities affect their engagement with mental health discourse online, offering insight into how these women face unique challenges and develop coping mechanisms that are not widely represented in the broader mental health narrative (Crenshaw, 2013). It highlights the creative resilience inherent in these communities, as they forge solidarity and collective healing in digital spaces. These actions not only challenge monolithic perspectives on mental health but also contribute to a more inclusive and representative conversation about wellbeing in our increasingly digital world.
AESTHETICS AND THE ATTENTION ECONOMY

I mean, truly, I couldn't even pinpoint a specific thing. Like I feel like just reading words on a screen just doesn't feel like I know that it's true. Like I know that the information that it's saying is true, but I don't know. I feel like hearing it from somebody else. Or even if these organizations made a video, per se, like a TikTok of somebody talking about all of this … I think the way that it's presented makes it harder for people to absorb. It’s not easy on the eyes.
								            	           - Emma

In the exploration of my interlocutors’ experiences with mental health on social media, the impact of the attention economy becomes evident as aesthetics emerge as a crucial element that can either attract or repel users' engagement. The attention economy, which prioritizes content that captures and retains viewer interest, has reshaped the landscape in which information is consumed and shared (Davenport & Beck, 2002). Emma’s preference for “hearing it from somebody else” over text is a direct response to this shift. She exemplifies a transition towards dynamic and engaging content formats that better capture the limited currency of attention within the digital marketplace. Her discomfort with “just reading words on a screen” highlights how traditional modes of communication are being challenged by the preference for immediacy and emotional connection offered by videos and social media. This not only impacts the way information is perceived but also how its credibility is judged, with many of my participants expressing skepticism towards the static written word and leaning towards more personal and visually rich presentations. 
The format, design, and delivery of information in the digital age significantly affect how individuals judge the credibility of content. There was a preference among participants for what they describe as “easy on the eyes” aesthetics. This phrase characterizes a visual presentation that is uncluttered and user-friendly, like a video with minimal text that conveys a message succinctly, as opposed to dense, statistic-laden images that may deter users due to information overload. For example, in Figure 2, the preferred post on the right used the concise text, “apparently if you don’t react to this you have depression,” paired with an unexpected sound of a gunshot, over a post on the left that plainly displayed several statistics in blue and green. This preference can be explained by Soo Young Rieh’s work on credibility and cognitive authority that emphasizes that assessments of the former are subjective, relying on individual beliefs, knowledge, and prior experiences. Rieh suggests that the evaluation of credibility and cognitive authority is not a one-off event but an ongoing, iterative process. It suggests that the credibility of information may not only depend on its source's trustworthiness and expertise but also on how it is presented—its accessibility, understandability, and engagement with the audience (Rieh, 2010). This is particularly relevant given the rise of social media platforms like TikTok, where information is often shared in concise, visual, and personal formats, which can be more appealing and seemingly credible to certain audiences. Thus, people may find “hearing it from someone” in a video format, which requires less cognitive effort, more credible than text because it engages multiple senses and can convey nuances like tone and emphasis, which plain writing cannot. 

Figure 2: Examples of unappealing (left) and appealing (right) posts from Instagram and TikTok.
The psychological concept of epistemic authority also relates to the struggle to discern credible sources. It influences us on two levels: the origin of the information and the method by which it is delivered. It serves as a mental metric for evaluating the trustworthiness of various knowledge sources. When assessing epistemic authority, we consider the source's credibility and whether the information aligns with our existing beliefs and needs—a quest for what psychologists term “cognitive closure” (Kruglanski et al., 2005) This drive compels us to seek definite conclusions rather than ambiguous possibilities. The skepticism demonstrated by Emma and other participants arises partly because reading alone often fails to fulfill the need for cognitive closure; there's an absence of the finality and assurance that personal or audiovisual communication provides. Indeed, the preference for hearing or watching information being conveyed, similar to the experiential difference between merely reading a recipe and watching a cooking show, speaks to the desire for a more tangible and direct form of understanding. The latter offers a sense of authenticity and expertise, as viewers can observe the chef in action, which naturally instills a deeper sense of trust and is intuitively simpler to grasp.
People want information from sources they feel they can trust, in a form that makes sense to them and feels complete. Videos on platforms like TikTok meet many of these needs—they're personal, they're direct, and they often feel more trustworthy and easier to understand than just words on a screen. People assign epistemic authority to sources based on both the source's perceived trustworthiness and the individual's own needs and motivations, which include the desire for cognitive closure or definitive answers (Kruglanski et al., 2005). My interlocutors did not find the written words on a screen to carry enough epistemic authority, possibly due to a lack of personal connection or engagement with the content. It implies that the format (video) and the perceived expertise and trustworthiness of the individual presenting the information (perhaps a known figure or a relatable person) can increase the epistemic authority of the message. As illustrated in Figure 3, the use of video on platforms like TikTok introduces an array of visual and auditory stimuli that can render the content more memorable and easier to absorb, thus amplifying its cognitive impact. For example, the video on the right approaches the topic of anxiety in a casual way with the prompt “put a finger down, extreme anxiety edition,” and enhances the message with a voiceover where the creator shares personal experiences with anxiety. The post on the left offers a series of advice points, but lacks the interactive elements that encourage user engagement. In sum, aesthetic appeal in social media content is not merely about attractiveness; it is also about the cognitive ease with which information is absorbed. Information that is presented in a clear, concise, and visually appealing format is more likely to be digested and remembered.
[image: ][image: ]
Figure 3: Additional example of appealing (left) or not (right) aesthetics from TikTok and Instagram.
The preference for simplicity in visual communication is also reflective of broader societal trends. In an age where users are inundated with a constant stream of data, there is an increasing demand for content that can be quickly understood and acted upon. While convenience is marketed as a product to attract consumers, it also serves as an ideological tool that supports new forms of capital accumulation and legitimizes extensive data collection practices (Huberman, 2021). Particularly on social media, the demand for straightforward, accessible content shapes user expectations and behavior. Engaging infographics, concise videos, and clear bulleted lists are not just popular—they're now integral to the way information is consumed and processed. They cater to the modern user's desire for cognitive ease, ensuring maximum engagement with minimum effort. However, this trend also presents challenges, especially in the dissemination of mental health information. The necessity for quick comprehension must be balanced with the need to provide empathetic, accurate, and nuanced information. The simplification required to make information convenient risks oversimplification, potentially leading to misinformation and perpetuating stereotypes, particularly in sensitive areas like mental health. 
Moreover, aesthetics is not merely visual appeal but an embodied experience that encompasses sense perception, historical context, and social relations. Frances E. Mascia-Lees' analysis of the Arts and Crafts movement illustrates an intentional melding of aesthetics with a political stance, challenging the norms of industrial capitalism. The movement's commitment to craftsmanship and the inherent beauty of hand-made objects was a political act, promoting values of community, non-alienation of labor, and a reaction against mass production. In this historical context, aesthetics was a form of resistance, a deliberate political choice that asserted certain values and ideologies (Mascia-Lees, 2011). In modern social media, while the political ramifications may not be as overt as in the Arts and Crafts movement, the choices regarding what is deemed aesthetically pleasing still carry political weight. Content that conforms to a certain visual standard reflects and reinforces prevailing norms and values. For example, the popularity of minimalistic design in social media content could reflect broader societal trends towards efficiency and convenience, which are values that are inherently political. The latter is often a byword for profitability, a cornerstone of the capitalist enterprise in which advertising revenue can depend on the number of clicks and interactions that content receives. The “easy on the eyes” content fits neatly within this framework, as it is designed to be quickly consumable, keeping users engaged and continually scrolling through feeds. The visual appeal here is a cog in the machine of surveillance capitalism, where user attention is the commodity being traded (Huberman, 2021). The more aesthetically pleasing and easily digestible the content, the more likely it is to attract and retain user attention, and by extension, generate more data and revenue. The underlying implication is that aesthetics are not neutral; they play a key role in maintaining and perpetuating the capitalist system by shaping consumer behavior. This commodification of aesthetic experience means that the form and presentation of content become tied to capitalist incentives, which can overshadow other values such as truth, usefulness, or depth of content.
Furthermore, when mental health information is shared in a digestible format, it can become a tool for advocacy and education, helping to break down the stigma around mental health issues. Over the years, scholars have highlighted the importance of incorporating diverse experiences and perspectives, particularly from marginalized communities. This underscores the potential for mental health advocacy and education to serve as transformative tools in breaking down stigma (Hooks, 1991). Applying this to mental health, it becomes evident that presenting information in ways that resonate with different cultural, racial, and gender identities can significantly enhance the efficacy of the messaging. This approach not only broadens the reach of mental health education but also ensures that it is more relatable and meaningful to diverse audiences, thus increasing its impact. Sharing personal stories within educational materials can humanize the data, making the information more tangible and relatable. This strategy can effectively challenge the stigma surrounding mental health by showing real-life impacts rather than abstract statistics. Personal narratives can illuminate the lived realities behind the numbers, fostering empathy and understanding that statistical data alone might not convey.
DISPLAYS OF VULNERABILITY AND THE PERFORMANCE OF AUTHENTICITY 

I know it is becoming easier nowadays, but you know it's less talked about still. And then also, for some people, maybe you know there is a cultural stigma around it. So to be able to have access to these mental health accounts you know in general, still a helpful platform. And so people feel seen. Like a sense of community.
								            	          - Sophie

In the connected age, social media stands as a public sphere where women of color are creating new forms of social solidarity and challenging long-standing societal structures. As noted by Sophie and many other participants, while discussing mental health is “becoming easier,” significant work remains to be done. Through the lens of their unique experiences, these creators are harnessing the power of their vulnerability to create a “helpful platform” that fosters communities, combats systemic issues like racism and misogyny, and reshapes the narrative surrounding mental health. This section delves into the transformative role these women play on digital platforms, exploring how their candidness translates into a collective strength that reverberates across the globe.
On social media, content creators who are women of color navigate intersecting identities, offering insights that challenge monocultural dialogues and introduce a rich tapestry of perspectives to the discourse on mental health. They create content that not only reflects their personal reality but also serves as a beacon for others who share similar experiences of marginalization. As such, women of color on social media are adept at managing their self-presentation, often using their platforms to break down the stigmas associated with their vulnerabilities. Figure 4 shows two creators confronting criticism head-on: the first, a Muslim woman, responds to a derogatory comment critiquing her activities in a gym—a space seldom represented by Muslim women of color. The second, a Black woman, addresses mental health concerns and offers advice for end-of-the-year reflection. They craft narratives that are relatable and authentic, resonating with audiences and fostering a sense of kinship and mutual understanding. This delicate balancing act—between personal disclosure and public persona—becomes a means of empowerment and a way to reclaim narratives that have traditionally been shaped by others.
[image: ][image: ]
Figure 4: Examples of empowerment by women of color from Instagram.
In dissecting the notion of “authenticity” on social media, it's imperative to critically engage with the complexities that women of color face when curating content that resonates as authentic. While their narratives undoubtedly serve as a conduit for solidarity and empowerment, one must consider the pressures exerted by the very platforms that facilitate this expression. The pursuit of authenticity is not just a personal endeavor but is also shaped by the expectations and algorithms of social media, which can commodify authenticity and render it another metric for engagement and marketability. In our society, the performance of authenticity is pervasive, and while offering a sense of self-fulfillment and moral force, it can also morph into a form of self-surveillance and self-exploitation (Han, 2017). 
Women of color on social media skillfully manage the intersectionality of their identities, offering an antidote to one-size-fits-all narratives by sharing their multifaceted experiences with mental health. Their content creation, which is rich in perspective and personal truth, illuminates the tapestry of marginalized voices. This act of self-presentation and vulnerability is a strategic maneuver to dismantle stigmas and foster community. However, we must acknowledge that the platform on which these narratives are constructed is not neutral. The articulation of authenticity is, to an extent, manufactured within the confines of the attention economy, whereas even the most genuine expression is susceptible to being co-opted by the imperatives of engagement metrics (Davenport & Beck, 2002). In this context, authenticity becomes commodified; the more relatable and “real” the content, the more it is valued in digital spaces, potentially leading to an unintentional internalization of market logic. However, this critical viewpoint does not diminish the importance of their work in fostering solidarity and mutual understanding. It merely recognizes the double-edged sword of authenticity in the digital age—how the performance of authenticity can be both empowering and a source of pressure to conform to the relentless display of self that social media platforms encourage. 
In addition, the performance of authenticity on social media is laden with the risk of becoming a spectacle that invites scrutiny and objectification, potentially stripping the term of its essence and depth. Thus, the endeavor of women of color to convey authentic narratives is both revolutionary in reclaiming agency over traditionally external narratives and fraught with the tension of navigating a space where authenticity is as much a currency as it is a means of connection. It is within this paradox that their strength and ingenuity shine, leveraging the platform to foster solidarity and challenge the status quo, while also contending with the invisible forces that seek to package and sell authenticity back to the collective audience (Han, 2017). By sharing their personal stories, they challenge the dominant narratives that have historically marginalized their voices. Each post and video becomes an act of reclaiming power, as they take control of the narrative and redefine what it means to be a woman of color in today's society. This digital empowerment transcends geographical boundaries, connecting individuals across the world and creating a virtual community that is both supportive and transformative. Their openness about such challenges creates a space for others to engage in candid conversations that were once considered taboo. These influencers serve as much-needed role models, showing that it is possible to be successful and influential while grappling with these systemic issues.
In addition, while these stories are instrumental in challenging the status quo and serving as a rallying cry for women of color, they are disseminated through channels that are not free from the influence of the same systemic issues they critique. The algorithms that dictate visibility and engagement on social media often reflect and reinforce existing biases. This raises the question of whether control over the narrative is truly being reclaimed, or if it is still being negotiated on terms set by a digital landscape governed by underlying capitalist and patriarchal structures (Mascia-Lees, 2011; Han, 2017). It’s essential to recognize the dual-edged nature of these narratives as both empowering and potentially exploitative. While they undoubtedly serve as a digital beacon for many, the influence exerted by the underlying mechanics of social media platforms must be critically examined. The narratives shared by women of color are not only acts of reclaiming power but also reminders of the ongoing struggle to find and sustain a space where their voices can truly resonate, free from the constraints and compromises that come with the current digital ecosystem.
The personal narratives shared by women of color can still hold empowering potential, even within a system that can exploit freedom. By openly discussing topics like mental health, racism, and misogyny, these influencers are not just optimizing their “selves” for the sake of productivity or marketability. Instead, they are strategically using the tools of the digital ecosystem to carve out spaces for conversations that can lead to genuine community building and social transformation. The act of sharing personal stories among marginalized groups can create a collective narrative that can foster resilience against systemic oppression and offer a form of resistance that is not merely a type of self-exploitation, but rather a reclamation of agency in defining one's identity and narrative (Han, 2017). These acts of digital storytelling can serve as a form of solidarity and support, offering models for navigating systemic challenges and creating a space where the value is not solely determined by metrics or optimization, but by the genuine connections and support networks formed. This serves to counteract the isolating effects of the digital age by creating virtual communities that support, validate, and empower their members. It is through this shared strength that women of color are rewriting the script on mental health, creating a narrative that is inclusive, supportive, and empowering.
A NEW STYLE OF AUTHORITY:  

I think very recently, there was this girl on my TikTok, and she was talking about how in 2020 or 2021, she was diagnosed with bipolar disorder and it didn't directly talk explicitly about her mental illness journey or anything of that sort, but I was like, “Oh, it was a person.” She seemed like such an older sister talking about her issues. So it's that sense of like, “Oh, I could be this person,” or, “This person understands what I'm going through.” Yeah. It's like a sense of relatability. And you also feel a sense of community with a stranger, kind of.
										             - Sarah
The emergence of a new form of authority on social media is marked by a distinct shift from traditional expertise to a more relatable and human-centered approach. This anti-expert style prioritizes authenticity and vulnerability, presenting a stark contrast to the classic image of the unapproachable expert. Sarah felt that the creator she was watching was like “an older sister talking about her issues” and someone who could understand “what I’m going through.” These types of para-social relationships, which are strong socio-emotional connections with a figure that cannot reciprocate them, epitomize this change (Hoffner & Bond, 2022). Viewers feel a one-sided intimacy with content creators who share their lives online, offering personal stories and emotions rather than detached, formal expertise. These creators often speak directly to the camera, creating a sense of connection and familiarity that suggests a two-way relationship. This humanization of information transforms content into more than just data; it becomes advice from a friend, which carries its own persuasive weight.
In previous generations, authority was typically embodied by figures like the news caster—individuals whose expertise was defined by their professional roles. Today, however, with the democratization of platforms like social media, people do not necessarily look for certified experts. Instead, they're drawn to those who can articulate information with emotional resonance, making the message accessible and the messenger relatable. When someone on a video shares information with a personal touch, perhaps even infusing it with music or humor, it's more compelling than static text on a screen (See Figure 2 and 3). The preference for content that provides a human element underscores the value placed on personal connection in the digital age. This trend is upending traditional roles, such as that of the therapist, indicating a broader cultural shift in professional representation and advertising. Advertisements now highlight therapists or employees of mental health companies as individuals who might also need therapy themselves, breaking down barriers and positioning them as peers rather than distant authorities (Guarnaccia, 2024). This strategy is reflective of a larger societal appetite for figures who can empathize and connect on a personal level, like politicians who are perceived as “one of us.” For instance, former President Barack Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama are largely known for their appeal as relatable and friendly figures (Leake 2016; Doss, 2019).
The preference for this authentic and approachable style of communication is particularly significant within marginalized communities. Stigma and oppression often discourage individuals in these communities from seeking help. For example, most of my participants shared that they may delay seeking therapy due to cultural stigmas that exist that exist in their respective communities. However, they commented that the accessibility and relatability of social media can lower these barriers, presenting mental health discussions in a way that feels less intimidating and more accessible. This new paradigm of authority, centered on authenticity, vulnerability, and relatability, represents a powerful tool for education and advocacy. It bridges the gap between the authoritative and the accessible, fostering a space where stigmas can be dismantled and crucial conversations can be had. It's a realm where expertise is not just about the accumulation of knowledge, but also about the ability to connect, resonate, and impact people's lives in the most human ways possible. Such a trend, which emphasizes personal narratives and emotional resonance over formal credentials, aligns with the increasing value placed on relatable and accessible content. 
This shift in authority is a response to a broader societal call for credibility that feels more genuine and less corporate or institutionalized. It represents an acknowledgment that expertise can also come from lived experience, not just academic degrees or professional titles. When individuals share their personal stories, particularly regarding sensitive topics like mental health, they challenge the dominant narratives that have historically marginalized alternative sources of knowledge. This not only democratizes knowledge but also resonates deeply with audiences, forging a sense of community and shared understanding. In essence, the authenticity and vulnerability displayed by content creators on social media redefine credibility, making it more inclusive and diverse (Rieh, 2010). The approachability of content creators, their willingness to share their own vulnerabilities, and their capacity to engage with their audiences on a personal level make them compelling figures of trust and reliability (Kruglanski et al., 2005). As they express their insights and experiences, these creators become a credible source for many who feel disconnected from conventional expertise.
However, the reliance on personal credibility brings its own challenges, especially within marginalized communities. The preference for relatable and humanized presentations of information may stem from a resistance to oppressive structures and a reaction against stigma (Lykke, 2016; Wilhelm, 2021). While this opens up new avenues for dialogue and support, it also requires a careful balance to ensure that the simplification needed for broader appeal does not lead to the erosion of complex truths. Content creators must navigate the fine line between providing accessible mental health information and maintaining the nuance necessary to foster true understanding and change.
THE PITFALLS OF SOCIAL MEDIA THERAPY:

And not that I'm assuming that they don't have these [mental disorders], but the fact that they're like, “Oh, look at me doing this.” Because I was depressed. So that's like a justification for that sort of thing. It's that relative glamorization of mental illness that has become very dangerous…like that sort of like idea that if you have mental illness, you're quirky or you're relatable…it's just like, in my opinion, very cheap and does more harm.
										      - Rachel
The allure of social media therapy can be encapsulated in the romanticization and oversimplification of complex mental health conditions. The charm of a neatly packaged Instagram post or a cleverly edited TikTok video belies the intricate and often harrowing reality of conditions like depression. These snippets, tied together with trending hashtags like the ones shown in Figure 5, offer snapshots of lived experiences, but they can also inadvertently lead to a reductive understanding of mental health disorders, which for participants like Rachel is “very cheap” and “does more harm” than good. The risk of such reductionism is that it can spawn a cycle of misunderstanding. For instance, the portrayal of mental health struggles through beautiful imagery and inspirational quotes may inadvertently glamorize conditions that, in reality, are far from poetic. This romanticized view can make it difficult for those who are suffering to feel seen in their full complexity and can promote unrealistic expectations of what recovery should look like.
 Moreover, content that is perceived as aesthetically pleasing and easy to digest often gains greater traction on social media but such popularity does not always correlate with the accuracy or helpfulness of the content. The phenomenon of “easy on the eyes” content extends beyond the individual experience to the collective consciousness of social media users. The phrase “easy on the eyes” generally suggests that something is visually appealing and does not require much cognitive effort to process. In the context of surveillance capitalism, “easy on the eyes” can be seen as content that aligns with capitalist goals of efficiency, quick turnover, and the seamless integration of technology into daily life. This type of content supports the model of behavioral prediction that benefits platforms through sustained user engagement and data generation (Huberman, 2021). Its aesthetics are designed to appeal to the largest number of viewers possible, optimizing for visual pleasure rather than informational depth or accuracy.
The focus on aesthetic ease has implications for the collective consciousness of social media users. The popularity of content becomes a feedback loop; what is liked and shared sets a precedent for what is considered visually and emotionally desirable, regardless of its substantive value. The number of likes, shares, and comments can give content a veneer of credibility or importance, potentially overshadowing more complex but less immediately gratifying information. However, this popularity does not necessarily equate to accuracy or helpfulness. The superficiality that can come with “easy on the eyes” content may contribute to the spread of misinformation, as appealing but oversimplified or false narratives are more readily amplified. This phenomenon can also affect collective priorities and perceptions, shaping public discourse in ways that may not align with informed or thoughtful understanding (Mascia-Lees, 2011). While aesthetically pleasing content leverages the ideology of convenience for greater visibility and engagement, it also has the potential to shape collective consciousness in ways that may prioritize aesthetic appeal over depth or accuracy.
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Figure 5: Trending content on depression from TikTok.
Similarly, the simplification of mental health information can result in catch phrases, such as “depressed-core,” that fail to capture the nuances of individual experiences. When depression is reduced to a hashtag or a shareable graphic, the diverse symptoms and the multifaceted nature of the condition can be lost (See Figure 5). On one hand, it can lead to individuals diagnosing themselves without the proper context or guidance. On the other, it can trivialize the condition, making those who live with its more debilitating aspects feel alienated or misunderstood. Despite these challenges, it's important to recognize that social media therapy also has the potential to be much more than its most visible trends and hashtags. At its best, it can provide a starting point for education and discussion. It has the power to bring together communities, offer support, and raise awareness about mental health resources and coping strategies. It can serve as an entry point for some to seek professional help and can make discussions around mental health more accessible to the public. Moreover, the community that forms around shared experiences of mental health on social media can provide a sense of belonging and understanding. For those who feel isolated by their conditions, seeing others speak openly about their struggles can be profoundly validating. These communities can also mobilize to advocate for better mental health care and policies, demonstrating that social media can be a force for positive change when leveraged thoughtfully.
BRIDGING THE GAP IN AN IMPERFECT SYSTEM
In examining the vibrant digital world social media therapy, it's essential to acknowledge the factors contributing to its rise. While I aim to showcase the rich tapestry of support and engagement found within these digital communities, it is also critical to recognize that the popularity of social media as a resource for mental health information is not solely due to its accessibility and reach. A driving force behind this trend is the barriers that traditional healthcare systems present, particularly to marginalized groups (Robards et al., 2018). The very essence of social media therapy's appeal lies in its inherent accessibility: Information and support are available at the click of a button, transcending geographical and socioeconomic barriers. For many individuals, especially those from underrepresented groups, the decision to seek mental health resources online rather than in person from a practitioner or professional is often a practical one. Traditional mental health services can be fraught with obstacles such as high costs, long waiting lists, and limited availability, making them less attainable for those with fewer resources (Williamson, 2023).
Moreover, there is the issue of cultural competency and sensitivity within the mental health care system. Most participants expressed feelings of alienation and discomfort when seeking traditional therapy. They often encounter a healthcare infrastructure that does not adequately accommodate their cultural backgrounds or acknowledge the unique challenges they face, leaving them feeling misunderstood and unsupported (Williamson, 2023). Social media, in contrast, provides a platform where diverse voices are heard and validated, where communal experiences bridge the gap left by a sometimes impersonal healthcare system. However, as we immerse ourselves in the nuanced discussions and the sense of community fostered on social media, we must be cautious not to let this overshadow the significant shortcomings in our mental health care system. The increasing reliance on social media for mental health support should not become an excuse to overlook or accept the system's failings. Instead, it should serve as a call for the urgent reforms needed to make quality mental health care accessible and welcoming for all, regardless of their background or economic status.
CONCLUSIONS: 
Especially nowadays, I do see a lot more content creators that are people of color and also just people with such different backgrounds. And I love seeing like there are a lot of places where social media is so positive and the communities that creators create specifically are very positive. They see all these cute Instagram comments underneath their posts that just feel so wholesome and that you can sort of talk to them about anything. 															       -Mabel
In studying social media through an anthropological lens, this project recognizes the virtual domain as a cultural field rich with its own language, norms, and practices. This perspective was invaluable in providing a detailed analysis of how young women of color engage with and are influenced by mental health narratives online. Through this research, I aimed to contribute to the academic conversation about social media as a cultural space where mental health is both represented and constructed. As such, I analyzed the types of digital aesthetics and displays of vulnerability that resonate most with users, as well as the impact these elements have on content perception. 
The discussion on the aesthetics of mental health content emphasized how the use of content design plays a crucial role in capturing and maintaining user engagement in the attention economy, which thrives on the commodification of attention. The aesthetics of digital platforms such as TikTok and Instagram are meticulously crafted to not only attract attention but also to hold it. This careful balance is particularly important when conveying mental health information since it is a field that demands accuracy yet requires the content to be digestible for a wide audience. The attention economy pressures content creators to make complex information not only comprehensible but also compelling enough to compete with myriad distractions. Hence, aesthetic choices such as layout, color schemes and multimedia integration are not just about making content “prettier,” they also significantly influence the cognitive ease with which information is perceived and processed by audiences. 
Furthermore, the empowerment of women of color through the sharing of personal narratives on social media presents a dynamic force in redefining their societal portrayal and identity. These narratives indeed carve out spaces for marginalized voices, crafting a new form of communal and individual power. They offer a stark counter-narrative to a history of silence and invisibility, leveraging the global reach of digital platforms to foster solidarity and initiate vital discourse on issues like mental health, racism, and misogyny. Yet, one could argue that these acts of digital empowerment, while transformative, operate within the same systems that perpetuate the marginalization they seek to dismantle. By participating in these platforms, there is a risk that these personal narratives and the very real struggles they encapsulate may become commodified. The metrics of likes, shares, and followers, though indicative of reach and influence, can also inadvertently reduce complex experiences to quantifiable, consumable content. So, while women of color appear to be taking control of their narratives and challenging the status quo, they might also be inadvertently participating in their own commodification and subjugation to the relentless drive for optimization that social media platforms foster.  Hence, while the performance of authenticity on social media is a vital part of building solidarity among marginalized groups, it is also important to be aware of how the demand for authenticity can be co-opted by capitalistic structures. Although, it should be noted that this awareness does not negate the value of their contributions but enriches the understanding of the nuanced challenges they face in the digital landscape.
The analysis of mental health content on platforms such as TikTok and Instagram, combined with in-depth interviews from young women of color, underscores a shift towards a new style of authority. It is characterized by authenticity and vulnerability, which can be recognized as significant forms of epistemic power. These elements have profound implications for understanding social interactions and hierarchies within digital spaces, particularly as they relate to the empowerment of marginalized groups. By sharing personal stories and engaging in para-social relationships, these content creators challenge traditional notions of authority and expertise. Their approach humanizes their presence online, making them more relatable and trustworthy to their audiences. This method fosters a sense of community and shared identity among viewers who often do not see their own experiences reflected in digital content. The impact of this dynamic is significant, breaking down barriers of isolation and creating networks of support that extend beyond physical spaces. Moreover, these practices disrupt established societal norms, presenting a counter-narrative to mainstream media representations and traditional healthcare. By prioritizing lived experience, these women not only advocate for themselves and others within their communities but also redefine the criteria for credibility and authority in mental health discourse. Such a shift encourages a more inclusive approach to discussing and addressing mental health issues, which is particularly crucial for communities that have historically been marginalized or misrepresented in health narratives.
Additionally, social media therapy has emerged as a crucial resource, offering accessible and immediate support for many who might otherwise remain isolated due to geographical, financial, or social barriers. It introduces the potential for a more democratized approach to mental health support, allowing individuals to share experiences, gain insights, and find community support through digital platforms. This form of therapy can be particularly empowering for those who feel marginalized by the traditional healthcare system, providing a sense of agency and belonging. However, despite its benefits, social media therapy cannot replace the comprehensive care provided by a robust and equitable mental health care system. This project underscores the dual role of social media in mental health advocacy. While it acts as a catalyst for raising awareness and providing support, it also highlights significant gaps in traditional healthcare services. The accessibility of social media support does not eliminate the need for professional, in-person care, which is crucial for addressing more complex mental health conditions effectively.
Therefore, while advocating for the continued use and enhancement of social media as a tool for mental health advocacy, there is a pressing need to concurrently address systemic healthcare issues. These include improving the accessibility, affordability, and quality of professional mental health services to ensure that all individuals, regardless of their circumstances, have access to the care they need. This comprehensive approach is essential for creating a mental health care system that truly supports the well-being of every member of the community, leveraging both digital innovations and traditional healthcare frameworks to provide holistic support.
Overall, this project was able to enrich the nascent but vital field of digital mental health literacy by recognizing the unique challenges and opportunities that the social media ecosystem presents. It sought to contribute to a more nuanced comprehension of digital culture by including the complexities of online communities and authority. It also highlighted the importance of considering digital spaces as legitimate and influential sites for cultural expression and social change. These insights not only enrich anthropological scholarship but also provide practical implications for how digital platforms can be leveraged for social advocacy and mental health education in diverse communities.
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