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ABSTRACT

The aim of this paper is to investigate how youth depict their personal experiences with

mental illness on TikTok. For this purpose, the following research question is posed: How do

TikTok users depict their personal experiences with mental illness?

To answer the research question, a qualitative content analysis of TikTok videos was

conducted. The qualitative content analysis revealed that youth depict their experiences with

mental illness on TikTok by incorporating and connecting elements of pop culture to their

own narratives and make use of several aestheticization techniques to convey their narratives.

It is shown that both the appropriation of pop culture elements and narrative styles and the

structure of the TikTok App contribute significantly to the aestheticization of youths'

personal narratives about their experiences with mental illness. Based on this, further

research is recommended to explore what impact these narratives may have on other

adolescent users.
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1. INTRODUCTION

“They are filming themselves crying at the camera without saying a word. A blank

face soaked with tears, playing on loop as many times as you fancy” (Esposito 2019).

With the rapid development of the multimedia world, a phenomenon has emerged which is

sometimes called 'beautiful suffering' (Williams 2019). This phenomenon describes a

romanticization of mental illness (MI) in traditional and social media which has recently

been increasingly criticized. Examples of entertainment pop culture that have been criticized

for romanticizing MI include the television series 13 Reasons Why (Shrestha 2018, Jadeyel et

al. 2018) and, more recently, the series Euphoria (Karadanaian 2022), both of which depict

the lives of teenagers with various mental illnesses and have been viewed by many young

people.

Concepts such as participatory culture propose that there has been a change in the

relationship between the media, the individual and society, as individuals are now able to

contribute their individual creations to what David Buckingham calls the 'the social'

(Buckingham 2017, Jenkins 2006). Engaging in popular culture allows young people to be

more creative and broaden their horizons to explore and grow their identities and it has

become a primary tool through which young people not only learn about themselves but also

about society, and the greater world (Vyomakesisri, Sonu, and Srikanth 2020). Thus, when a

romanticization of mental illness is taking place in youth targeting media, it raises the issue

of whether this also has an impact on how young people perceive and express mental illness

online, and how pop cultural elements and tropes are incorporated into their narratives of

personal experiences with mental illness.

Among the critics that criticize both pop culture and young creators for aestheticizing mental

illness, there is often no further questioning of what underlies the process of aestheticization.

It is therefore a gap of knowledge, which variables make mental illness initially

aestheticizable and how they are actually aestheticized in the content creation of young

people. And since TikTok, as a relatively new app, is especially popular with young people

and is still quite unresearched on the topic of the aestheticization of mental illness, it is

particularly useful to attempt to fill the gap of knowledge using TikTok video analyses.

Based on these givens, the objective of this study is to investigate how youth depict their

personal experiences with MI on TikTok and which narrative structures they make use of.
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In order to achieve it, the research attempts to answer the main research question of how

TikTok users depict their personal experiences with mental illness.

First of all, the literature review in this study offers theories and concepts that address power

relations between media and audiences, and explores the role that identity representations

and intertextuality may play when youth express themselves through creative discourse. The

research used for this study provides further insight into the romanticization of mental illness

in traditional and social media.

Following the literature review, the research design and methodology of this study will be

described. In this study, a qualitative content analysis of young people's depictions of their

experiences with mental illness on TikTok is conducted. According to a coding sheet, videos

are analyzed and categorized in order to find patterns and themes that give insight into

common narratives of videos and that ultimately help to answer the research questions posed.

Lastly, the results and a discussion are presented, ending with a final conclusion.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW: YOUTH, MENTAL ILLNESS & THE MEDIA

2.1 Mental Illness Portrayals In Traditional Media

Mass media such as television have been a medium for developing and shaping social

perceptions since their introduction into society, and their influence has since increased with

the development of new features like streaming services (Rajan 2021).

Mental illness portrayals in entertainment media serve aesthetic and narrative roles as a prop

for plot progression, characterization and scene setup through vivid imagery (ZHANG and

LIU 2015). For instance, the idea that certain MIs equate with madness has long found a

place in media portrayals and makes the ‘mad’ look and behave differently than ‘normal’

characters through the attempt to make the invisible visible (Cross 2004). Onscreen

depictions of MIs are, according to research, generally found to be inaccurate, negative,

lacking in diversity, and disconnected from social reality, perpetuating stereotypes and

misconceptions about MIs (Pirkis et al. 2006; cited by Lopera-Marmol, Jiménez-Morales,

and Jiménez-Morales 2021).

How and to what extent MIs are stigmatized and stereotyped vary from one MI to another, as

can be measured both by media portrayals and by public attitudes. For instance, while

depression is demonstrably portrayed more positively in newspapers today, the appearance of

schizophrenia remains largely negative (Goulden et al. 2011). A majority in the population

also has a greater distancing tendency towards schizophrenia, alcoholism and drug addiction

than towards depression and anxiety disorders (Angermeyer and Dietrich 2006).

However, a growing awareness of those problematic depictions of MIs and their influences

on society has been noted in recent years (Cross 2004). There is an increasing number of TV

series today that make it their mission to create more relatable characters and to make MI,

either passing or overtly, a more realistic subject (Rajan 2021). According to Emily Dunn

(2017), the tendency to humanize several MIs follows the goal of destigmatizing MI in

society, which has resulted in it being sensationalized [and romanticized] in a twist of

perspective.

Several research papers, including those by Shrestha (2018) and Jadeyel et al. (2018) point

out examples of romanticization in pop culture, referring to TV series such as 13 Reasons

Why as glamorizing depression and musicians such as singer Lana Del Rey who is accused of

promoting depression in some of her lyrics and her music videos. The TV series Euphoria

has also been criticized, especially for its emphasis on cinematography and music that
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overshadows the action (Karadanaian 2022). At the same time, however, the series has been

praised for helping to raise awareness of MI by portraying it in an honest but hard-to-bear

way (Karadanaian 2022), which highlights the progressive development.

It becomes clear that stigmatization of MI in mass media and pop culture is an ongoing issue

that is slowly being addressed, but can still be found in different forms. Illnesses such as

depression in particular seem to have undergone a positive reinterpretation in the media,

which depicts depressed characters as unique and interesting. This leads to a romanticization

of some MIs as ‘beautiful suffering’, whereas MIs like schizophrenia are rather equated with

madness and assigned to the 'others', the antagonists (Williams 2019; Cross 2004). As for

both the general public and those with MIs, the media is an important source of information

concerning mental health and illness (Pirkis and Francis 2012), common narratives, stigma

and stereotypes are likely to be adopted by many members of society when they appear again

and again, even though these kinds of portrayals might not be accurate (Cross 2004). As both

series such as 13 Reasons Why and social media platforms like Tumblr are marketed

predominantly to teenagers and young adults (Dunn 2017), youth might be particularly

susceptible to influences of romanticization and stigmatization of MIs.

2.2 Youth, Self-Expression And Social Media

2.2.1 Youth’s Involvement In Participatory Culture

With the rise of social media came a new found power of the audience, that has expanded

further with the ‘participatory culture’, which addresses the audience's ability to create their

own meanings and are free to contribute their creations (Buckingham 2017, Jenkins 2006).

Participatory culture makes its members feel a social connection with each other in the

digital age and upholds the democratic and diverse principles (Ito, boyd, and Jenkins 2015).

“Participation in online cultures of sharing and interaction via social media is becoming

increasingly ubiquitous and, arguably, compulsory among groups of young people in late

capitalist societies” (Marwick and boyd, 2014; Robards, 2014, as cited by Hodkinson 2017,

272). And, as a result of the innovation and widespread use of mobile multimedia elements,

such participation is becoming increasingly 'always-on,' with users' connections with others

through those platforms becoming a constant component of everyday lives (Hodkinson

2017).
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2.2.2 Identity Performances In Online Participatory Culture

Considering theories that specifically address the relationship between media and young

people who take part in participatory culture, it is striking that it is closely intertwined with

the notion of identity, which is an ambiguous term that many theories have tried to explain

(Buckingham, 2008a, p. 1; as cited in Zemmels 2012). Researchers generally mark childhood

and adolescence as a defining period in the formation of identity (Buckingham, 2008b, as

cited in Zemmels 2012). One perspective in Erving Goffman’s work on identity presentation

and management understands it as contingent and fluid matter (Zemmels 2012). Modern

social theory approaches such as the one by Foucault see identity as an example of

self-monitoring or self surveillance (Zemmels 2012). Inspired by Foucault, youth scenes and

how they are constructing performative identities and aestheticization of their lives can be

examined in performativity and creativity discourses of ‘the social’ (Jeffrey and Troman

2011; Ferreira 2016; Zemmels 2012). According to university lecturer Emily van der Nagel,

in these performativity and creativity discourses, youth are making use of rituals, “sharing on

a pool of cultural references to communicate” (Esposito 2019).

A common way for today's youth to perform their identity is to create their own creative

content as an expression of themselves (Sefton-Green 2000, 8; as cited in Lange and Ito

2010, 245). When presenting themselves, today’s youth is less oriented towards collective

expressions and social equity and more towards subjectivity and self-defining identity

(Ferreira 2016). Young people creatively construct themselves and their lives in order to

achieve self-discovery (authenticity), self-fulfillment (autonomy), and self-distinction

(individuality), as well as to carve out their unique place in the world (Ferreira 2016). “Their

demand for recognition is made alongside their claim for a less prescriptive society and their

struggle for the dissolution of criteria of ‘normality’ whose rigidity and degree of

institutionalization are prone to transform any and all radical difference into stigma” (Ferreira

2016, 73).

When it comes to TikTok in particular, a lot of users seem to be following the tendency to

show their ‘real selves’, something that is not usually portrayed online on social media

platforms like Facebook and Instagram (Marwick 2015), for fear of appearing less interesting

and impressive (Smith 2020). This suggests that with the advent of Apps like TikTok, there

has been a shift in intentions behind online self-expression performances in recent years.
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2.2.3 Aesthetic Practices In Youth Culture

As they are encouraged to innovate and create, young people are experimenting with,

embracing, sharing and commodifying aesthetic tastes and resources that emerge from pop

culture influence (Ferreira 2016, 75).

One social media platform that popularized the use of certain aesthetics on social media is

Tumblr, founded in 2007 (Mirny 2021). Tumblr was the first image-oriented social media

platform that "centered around users' ability to create a distinct visual identity by curating

their blog with an individualized color scheme and font palette, along with the reblogging of

content" (Mirny 2021). The aesthetic practices that originated on Tumblr have been adopted

on newer platforms like Instagram, and eventually took TikTok by storm (Mirny 2021).

Following Foucault and drawing on Simmel's concept of the ‘aestheticization of everyday

life’, sharing one's individual experience in an aesthetic manner is subjected to social

aestheticization processes which are increasingly appreciated in contemporary society

(Featherstone 1991, Simmel 1997b: 135, Sennett 1977, as cited in Markin 2016; Dagalp and

Hartmann 2022).

Aestheticization transforms material or immaterial objects, concepts and experiences into

something beautiful, moving or sublime, involving certain shifts in the values represented in

popular culture and changing society's general perception of them (Dagalp and Hartmann

2022).1 According to Francis Mechner (2017), something becomes aesthetic when different

devices and elements interact with each other and can have a transformative effect on a

concept when they normally don’t occur together, which he describes with the proposed term

‘synergetic brew’.

In terms of MIs, it is then not given how they are commonly perceived and presented, but

shaped by cultural processes that make an aestheticization possible, although they were not

originally perceived as aesthetic. Thus, certain MIs, if they undergo the process of

aestheticization, can increasingly be integrated into everyday aesthetics and thus might also

appear in an aesthetic manner in youth's self-representations on social media.

In addition to the shift towards subjective self-expression, young people’s opportunities on

how to create and distribute their self-expressive content have changed with new social

media platforms and their features as well (Lange and Ito 2010, 244), allowing constant

changes and evolutions in trends on self-expressive practices online (Smith 2020).

1 Meanwhile, romanticization means referring to something in a manner that makes it sound better than it is
really the case, or thinking that something is better than it actually is (“Romanticize Meaning” 2022). Since
both terms describe the idealization of a concept, these terms are used synonymously in this paper.
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The modern media environment is distinct in that photographs, movies, and music are more

readily available and more easily modified, remixed, and circulated over online networks by

youth (Lange and Ito 2010, 247). Having the tools to define the use of colors, media, music

and layout when creating their work gives young people the freedom to express themselves

in new, different ways (Lange and Ito 2010, 256). “[The] accumulation of meanings across

different texts, where one image refers to another, or has its meaning altered by being 'read'

in the context of other images, is called intertextuality” (Hall 2003, 232). According to

Marsha Kinder “A child’s reworking of material from mass media can be seen as [...] a

postmodernist form of pastiche” (Lange and Ito 2010, 248), which is a common form of

intertextuality (“Intertextuality Examples and Definition”, n.d.).

A New Literacy Studies approach coincides with these perspectives, suggesting that youth's

creativity nowadays entails not only the creation of new works, but also the

recontextualization and reinterpretation of existing works in ways that are personally relevant

or meaningful in various cultural and social settings (Lange and Ito 2010, 249).

On TikTok, numerous examples of direct intertextuality occur in the manner of viral trends

that often make use of ‘copied’ content (Xia 2021). These creative concepts of cover and

remix culture affect communication and play a part in post-production aesthetics (Xia 2021),

which are discussed in more detail in the following section.

2.3 Mental Illness Portrayals In Social Media

The ongoing stigmatization and aestheticization of MI that takes place in the mass media and

the increasing aestheticization processes in everyday life point to the mutual influence of

media and society, which is ultimately also reflected in social media (Shrestha 2018).

According to Anima Shrestha (2018) romanticization on social media can come in different

more or less sinister forms such as the glorification of suicide as images shared on social

media platforms such as Tumblr. The author proposes that social media platforms like

Tumblr are only a microcosm of a large-scale echo chamber that creates and perpetuates

damaging and incorrect views in society on MI (Shrestha 2018). Following the theoretical

concepts mentioned above, according to which there has been a shift towards a participatory

culture, studies have been able to confirm that there has been a massive increase in online

content creation, especially among young people (Lenhart et al. 2007, as cited in Lange and

Ito 2010), making social media an increasingly large part of the echo chamber described

above.
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The findings of a study by Jadayel et al. (2018) align with assumptions of a romanticization

of MI on social media, as conducting focus groups with students from the age of 15 to 22

revealed that many young people “now see mental disorders as relatable, normal and

desirable, while people actually diagnosed with any mental health disorder might get a false

impression that what they are experiencing is normal” (Jadayel, Medlej, and Jadayel 2018,

474). A study by Chan and Sireling (2010) connects those kinds of romanticized portrayals to

a general rising trend of self-diagnosing of MI (Shrestha 2018).

One study that is particularly relevant for this analysis due to the fact that it was conducted

on TikTok is an empirical review of peer support for individuals with MI on TikTok by

Lindsay Gallagher (2021). The study employs online ethnography by observing TikTok

videos and comments. The videos in Gallaghers research are chosen from several of the most

popular hashtags regarding mental health2.

Based on the primary purpose of the videos, the researcher created four categories of video

types, namely anecdotal, informational, humor and accomplishment sharing which in turn

attracted different types of comments (Gallagher 2021).

Gallaghers findings from the analysis of the videos and the additional analysis of peer to peer

support in the comments suggest that sharing mental health experiences mainly leads to

praise of accomplishments, reducing stigma and starting dialogue about mental health

challenges, which makes the predominantly young users proud to share their stories

regarding mental health (Gallagher 2021).

Being able to share one's own story gives those affected by MIs the opportunity to help shape

the public image of their illness and thus counteract stereotypical and stigmatized portrayals

(Ma, 2017; as cited in Dorrani et al. 2021). However, destigmatization in the media and

society can also lead to trivialization tendencies on the part of those suffering from the illness

(Sautermeister 2016), which in turn can lead to mentally ill people aestheticizing and

romanticizing their MIs themselves. One consequence of this trivialization can be that

therapeutic help is taken up belatedly (Sautermeister 2016). Thus it can be argued that

“romanticization is just another, newer form of stigma, in that it misrepresents mental illness

and turns it into something that can be exploited by society at the expense of the mental

illness community” (Shrestha 2018, 78).

2 Although the decision to search for hashtags and abbreviations for common MIs can be useful in collecting
enough data for analysis, the criticism here is that with this approach, videos with more stigmatized MIs appear
less in the data and thus provide only a limited picture of the representations of MI in the videos, which
Gallagher has not taken note of.
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From these findings it can be concluded that there are developments towards a romanticized

representation of MI on social media, with the romanticized narratives of young people in

online participatory culture serving to express and exchange experiences about MI.

Because of TikTok's echo chambers and powerful personalized algorithm, those narrative

structures can spread rapidly among young people interested in the topic of MI that can lead

to a dangerous aestheticization of MI once certain aesthetic representations become

entrenched in online youth subcultures.

There seems to be a consensus in aestheticization research that aestheticization means

“rendering of a material or immaterial object into something moving, beautiful, or sublime”

(Dagalp and Hartmann 2022, 1), through which MI is depicted “as more glamorous,

attractive, or alluring than it truly is” (Shrestha 2018, 69).

However, the empirical research does not describe exactly how MIs are aestheticized. For

example, Jadayel, Medlej, and Jadayel mention that in the media "solid scientific techniques

are being adopted to stimulate all five senses in order to convince the mind about a particular

product/thought” (2018, 466) but they do not elaborate on these techniques. Overall, a look at

the research suggests that most studies on the aesthetics of MI focus on the effects rather than

the techniques themselves that make up a process of aestheticization.

In this regard, it should be added that Francis Mechner's (2017) article, while describing in

more detail the devices and elements that make something aesthetic and that can be helpful to

study aestheticization processes, does not focus on the representation of MI attributes in

particular. Thus, it appears that when there is a focus on aestheticization techniques in

research, they are generally not being applied to MI.

After discussing the literature and empirical research, it is clear that the way MI is talked

about involves processes of negotiation and diversity that make the concept of MI a result of

how it is being used. That means that certain stigmas towards MI are not guaranteed or that

mentally ill people are given passively predetermined roles (Buckingham 2017). “Rather, it is

a more complex and unpredictable process, in which objects [...] as well as people (children

and parents) can play many different parts” (Buckingham 2017, 15).

Given that nowadays youth are increasingly creating content online and expressing

themselves, analyzing the content they create on a relatively new platform like TikTok and

exploring commonly used narrative structures could give useful insights into how MI is

portrayed by youth today and how they might take part in shaping the stigma around MI.
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In examining how they create their content to communicate their personal, subjective

experiences with MI, their membership in ‘the social’ must be considered, as their online

identity performances do not stand on their own, but are in a reciprocal system of influence

with society and media, which mutually affect each others views and narratives of MI.

Special attention should therefore be paid to when young people use intertextual references

in their creative work, e.g. by using pop culture content. In this case, it is important to

consider not only whether and how society, the mass media, and pop culture portray MI in

the first place - and in particular aestheticize and stigmatize it - but also whether and how

content, meanings, common tropes, and aestheticization techniques are adopted and/or given

new meaning when being intertextualized and reappropriated in social media.

3. PURPOSE STATEMENT & RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The purpose of this study is to investigate how youth depict their personal experiences with

mental illness on TikTok.

As both traditional media and social media tend to aestheticize MI in general, the question

arises how on a newer App like TikTok, which is used by the younger generation and offers

new features and communication options, the narrative about MI is portrayed and how it

might be aestheticized by young users.

Because young people are influenced by pop culture as being a part of ‘the social’, it is also

of interest to this study to see how common pop cultural elements and tropes appear in the

narratives about personal experiences with MI on TikTok. Therefore, in addition to

examining the overall narrative and the use of aestheticization techniques, intertextual pop

cultural references will be included in the analysis to determine what role they play in

(aesthetic) depictions of MI experiences in Tiktok videos.

Thus, the following research questions will be asked:

─ RQ1. How do TikTok users depict their personal experiences with mental illness?

˗ RQ1a. Which narrative structures of mental illnesses occur in the depictions

of mental illness experiences on TikTok?

˗ RQ1b. How is pop culture content being (re)appropriated in the depictions of

mental illness experiences on TikTok?
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˗ RQ1c. How are aestheticization techniques used in the depictions of mental

illness experiences on TikTok?

4. DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

4.1 Overall Approach And Rationale

The approach of this study uses qualitative content analysis on TikTok videos. This method

was chosen because the focus of this study lays on practises of self-expression of youth.

Every video is being coded from its basic technical features, more complex technical features

(format), storytelling practices, mental-health-specific features and the primary purpose of

the video (narrative), which are categorized afterwards. The categories that are used in the

coding protocol help to explore recurring themes in the narrative of MI experiences in the

videos while answering the research questions. Because qualitative content analysis allows a

certain interpretation of the data, findings on self expressions of MI experiences are used to

interpret not only how MIs are depicted on TikTok, but also how these depictions might be

influenced by ‘the social’, especially MI tropes from pop culture.

Since the literature review revealed a general shift from a stigmatization to a romanticization

of MIs in media, this qualitative research explores whether the analyzed expressions of

experiences with MIs contain signs and themes of romanticization and stigmatization.

Exploring the narratives of the videos can as well detect some insights into the performing of

personal and social identity of young people.

In order to enable a deeper examination of the content and linguistic interactions to explore

their meaning, the method of qualitative content analysis is supplemented by the approach of

discourse analysis.

4.2 Corpus And Sampling Strategies

This study considers videos posted on TikTok that narrate personal experiences with MI.

Therefore, the unit of analysis is videos on TikTok, taking into consideration their content,

design and technical characteristics.

The sample consists of 40 videos, which are the ‘top’ videos that appear from the search for

the word mental illness on TikTok.
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The decision to analyze videos that come up in searches with the word mental illness rather

than videos under the hashtag #mentalillness was made to target a wider variety of MI related

videos, as some content creators use little to no hashtags but do address MI in their videos.

Analyzing videos under a search term that offers the inclusion of many mental illnesses gives

the opportunity to research which mental illnesses are mentioned the most and least in the

videos to see if there is actually less mention of the mental illnesses that continue to be most

stigmatized. The videos under the search for mental illness are algorithmically ordered as the

top videos in regards to likes, views, shares and comments.

Out of the top videos at the time of analysis, 40 videos are chosen for analysis that match the

criteria of inclusion, which are that the video must in fact contain content of MI, it must be a

first-person account of the user’s experience with MI and the creator should be considered as

a youth, which reaches from they 15 to 29, based on the OECD Family Database (2022). The

number of videos amounts to 40 due to saturation in the coding process. If the creators don’t

provide their age on their profile or in other posted videos by them etc., an estimation based

on their appearance is being made, since the aim is to focus on personal experiences from

youth. The gender of the creators is assumed if it is not specified by them. In addition,

because the role of pop culture content in narratives about MI is part of the analysis, only

videos in which such content appears are considered. Videos posted by doctors, therapists,

other mental health professionals and any other institution are not included. Added to that,

videos that are not in English, duplicate videos and not accessible videos due to private or

deleted accounts are also excluded from the analysis.

4.3 Method

According to Margrit Schreier, qualitative content analysis is “a suitable method for

describing material that requires some degree of interpretation” (Schreier 2012, 2) which

happens in a systematic way. Other characteristics of qualitative content analysis are its

flexibility and data reduction. Even though some interpretation takes place, this research

method does aim to give a holistic overview of the material. In the process of analyzing with

qualitative content analysis, meaning is being attributed to texts, images and visual material

and is therefore constructed by the researcher. Nevertheless, qualitative content analysis goes

beyond this individual approach by making sure that a consistency in the analysis exists to

achieve reliability (Schreier 2012).
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For this study, qualitative content analysis is an especially suitable method because it allows

analyzing visual material and offers the flexibility to adapt the coding to the material, which

differentiates it from quantitative content analysis (Schreier 2012). However, Schreier argues

that there is no sharp dividing line between qualitative and quantitative content analysis

(Schreier 2012). Therefore, in order to consider both manifest and latent meanings in the

analysis (Schreier 2012), a partially quantitative approach is also applied in this study.

Qualitative content analysis is “interested in all those messy features that make up real-life

contexts” (Schreier 2012, 22).

In this approach, analyzing the codes themselves can already bring some interesting

information but finding patterns and concepts will be more rich in information and

meaningful when it comes to finding out about general narratives, aestheticization techniques

and pop culture themes and rhetorics in self-expressions in regards to MI. In addition to the

exploration of meaning, it is useful to include discourse analysis techniques in order to

explore how this meaning is created, and thus to investigate a deep structuaration of the

narrative and role attributions.

To identify meaning from examining the unit of analysis, in this case TikTok videos, and to

categorize them it is needed to develop a coding protocol with an associated coding sheet

(Appendix 8.1). Because of the flexibility, the protocol and sheet served as a basis for coding,

which has been refined and revised throughout the analysis. Prior to the analysis, a pilot

testing of the codes took place.

The video types that were categorized in the study by Gallagher (2021) are being used as a

basis for possible themes for the coding in this research. The difference to Gallagher's

approach is that the focus is on searching for the broader term mental illness rather than

naming specific illnesses in the search bar on TikTok, which is in line with the goal of

capturing a broader picture of mental illness narratives.

Also instead of focusing on comments and peer-to-peer support, this study will rather focus

on the narrative of the video. Hence, the four categories from Gallaghers study that are being

used in this research only serve as one element of the analysis and further categories are

being elaborated that deal more closely with the analysis of the narrative of the videos.

To have the least possible influence from a personalized algorithm, a new TikTok account

was created before the start of the analysis. The coding process of the videos has been

conducted via Excel. Excel is useful for qualitative analysis of audiovisual material since the

codes can easily be added, altered, moved around, deleted, merged into others and be
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compared with each other. To reduce data, after the process of coding is finished, themes are

formed to infer narrative from the individual codes. Using Excel, the collected data is being

used to compare the found narratives and to examine the themes and patterns with the

research questions in mind.

The codes that give general information about the videos and creators such as age, gender or

length of the video are categorized as Basic Technical Features and no themes are assigned to

them. All other codes are divided into categories and themes, which are divided into Level 1

(Format), Level 2 (a deeper level of analysis: Narrative) and Level 3, more deeply structured

narrative elements that characterize the fundamentals of the video and specifically determine

more or less obvious meanings.

Features that make up the Text, Image and Audio are grouped into the Format category

(Level 1). The ‘Text’ format includes the TikTok creator's biography, captions under the

videos, hashtags used, and text overlays. The ‘Image’ format includes the mise en scène,

filters and effects used, colors and lighting, camera movements, and cut rates. The ‘Audio’

format consists of the features sound, for which the subfeatures sound energy and silence

ratio are evaluated, and voice, which includes the subfeatures speech rate, pitch average, and

pitch range. The codes that are examined in relation to the Format serve as a basis for deeper

analyses that relate to the narrative (Level 2).

For instance, from the codes for image and audio, the affective main emotions are examined

using the table from Appendix 8.2.1. As fear, anger, sadness and joy are widely recognized as

culture-independent primary emotions, they are selected as possible main emotions for this

study (Vester 1991).

The table in Appendix 8.2.1 is based on Sun and Yu (2007), who identified affective

emotions in videos using an algorithm. Since the researchers themselves concluded some

shortcomings in their algorithm, these were taken into account for this study in order to

achieve the most accurate results possible. Thus, instead of a computer-based approach, the

researcher manually determined which emotion occurs most frequently per video based on

the affective features (see Appendix 8.2.1 for a detailed description of the procedure).

To determine the main emotion of the videos, facial expressions are examined in addition to

the results of the main affective emotion by image and video.

The facial expressions are determined on the basis of the Facial-Affect-Scoring-Technique

(FAST) by Friesen and Ekman (2003) according to which a set of facial components in the
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categories brow-forehead, eyes-lids and lower face can be analyzed and connected to

emotion categories (see Appendix 8.2.2).

The findings for the affective features and facial expressions are compiled for each video and

determined according to their frequency and intensity of occurrence of the emotions by main

emotion, secondary and third emotion (see Appendix 8.2.3).

The intensity is divided into slight, moderate and extreme for the main, secondary and third

emotion (Ekman and Friesen 1980), which can be determined from the dominance of the

features for a particular emotion as well as their interaction and blend with each other (see

Appendix 8.2.3 for a detailed description of the procedure).

The tone and mood as well as the primary purpose of the video are also analyzed by taking

the codes from the format into account, especially from the Text features, as well as the

detected main emotion of the video. The main emotion and primary purpose are taken into

account to explore the overall attitude (tone) and expected feelings (mood) of the viewer.

If the video takes part in challenges and/or trends is determined by examining how other

creators use the same sound and/or filters and effects.

The occurrence of aesthetics in the video is investigated using the table in Appendix 8.3. The

table is based on the findings by Francis Mechner (2017), who identified attributes and

effects that lead to a concept becoming ‘aesthetic’.3 Mechner (2017) originally identified 16

devices that, in various combinations, might influence aesthetic responses. Since this analysis

focuses on TikTok Videos, based on Mechners findings, a new constellation and arrangement

of devices was developed that specifically focuses on the analysis of TikTok videos with the

concept of MI and its attributes as the center of analysis. Thus, the analysis of aesthetics in

the TikTok videos is based on the 5 devices Combining And Reclassifying Of Concepts,

Emotionalizing Concepts, Surprise/Novelty and/or Familiarity and Audience Involvement, as

well as Aestheticization of Mental Illness Attributes, including Exaggeration/Distortion and

Summarization/Parsimony (see Appendix 8.3).

In order to find out how pop culture elements appear in the TikTok videos, the table in

Appendix 8.4 first serves to identify the different types of pop culture elements and it shows

in which ways an appropriation of the individual elements could take place. The table in

3 According to Mechner (2017) a concept is universally applicable and can be defined as concrete or more
abstract and fuzzy with flexible attributes. Singular concepts are part of concept repertoires that relate to each
other in different ways. Concepts and their relations, who can become concepts themselves, can be potential or
current (Mechner 2017).
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Appendix 8.5 complements this by giving an overview of which forms of intertextuality in

the appropriative content creation are part of the analysis.

In addition to the analysis of the general narrative structure, Level 2 also focuses on MI

specific features, drawing information from the codes that make up the format, such as

hashtags, captions and text overlays.

In level 3 of the analysis, a deeper discourse analysis is carried out that takes both the general

narrative and mental illness-related factors into account, exploring the deeper meanings and

determining character functions and the role of mental illness within the narrative.

Since the creators of the studied videos present their personal experiences with MI, it can be

assumed that the videos aspire to reflect an image of these experiences that is reproduced

from the real world and thus try to construct a real-seeming and internally consistent

narrative (Fiske 2001). “Reading it structurally, however, requires us to focus on the

conventions by which this sense of the real is established” (Fiske 2001, 129).

Thus, the way creators render their experiences is subjective, but it is governed by generally

accepted conventions that affect the role of MI, of themselves and of other characters in the

narrative as well as their relationships to one another (Fiske 2001).

Understanding the character functions gives an insight into the ‘deeper’ meaning of the

narrative. “These individualizing characteristics are best understood not in their uniqueness,

but in terms of the overall structure of social values that are embodied in the structure of

characters (hero + heroine + villain + villainess)” (Fiske 2001, 129).

4.4 Ethical Considerations

Content creators on TikTok can adjust privacy settings to decide if only themselves, only

mutual followers or anyone on the Internet can see the videos they create. In this study, only

public videos are being examined. There is a general consensus that public social media posts

may be used in research without the consent of the user (Gallagher 2021). However, there are

currently debates about the relation between public social media and a resulting assumption

of their consent, which has to be taken into account. Since the videos contain personal

information about a sensitive subject and therefore might portray a state of vulnerability of

the user, ethical precaution is necessary. Thus, usernames and other personal information are

being anonymized in this study and the videos are presented as numbered cases. Added to

that, it should be kept in mind that predominantly young people use TikTok that are in a

phase in which their identity is formed and they're also more likely to experience peer
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pressure, low self-esteem and mental ill-health (Robinson, Bailey, and Byrne 2017). The

assumption of the gender of the creator, if not stated by the creator, must be considered from

an ethical perspective too, as the assumption of a gender is based on incorporated stereotypes

that could lead to a misattribution of the gender of the creator.

The method of qualitative research is primarily subjective because of the approach of

understanding human behavior. It is the responsibility of the researcher to be aware of bias

and subjectivity when conducting the research. Previous knowledge that the researcher might

have about mental illnesses has to be taken into account as well. It should also not be

neglected that this research is conducted from the perspective of a European and thus a

western viewpoint on mental illnesses is incorporated into the research.

5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to explore youth’s depiction of personal mental illness experiences

on TikTok. The following findings are based on 40 TikTok Videos that were analyzed in May

and June 2022. By examining the videos in terms of their format, narrative structures and

deeper meanings, recurring patterns and themes were identified and are presented in

accordance with the methodological approach to answer the research questions.

First of all, among the videos analyzed, 67.5% of creators were female, 7.5% were male and

25% were non-binary. The average length of a TikTok video measured 9:83 seconds.4

5.1 Narrative Structures Of Mental Illnesses

The purpose of RQ1a was to examine which narrative structures of MIs occur in the

depictions of MI experiences. In order to answer this question, it is not only relevant to find

out how MI is presented, but also which MIs are being addressed in the videos in the first

place. The analysis has shown that, with the exception of 13 videos that did not mention a

specific MI, the remaining videos under review mentioned a variety of MIs, with mood

disorders such as depression as well as eating disorders being the most common (see

Appendix 8.6).

4 Most of the creators provided their age and gender, so that this information only had to be assumed in a very
few cases.
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5.1.1 Emotionality in Format and Storytelling

A key finding of the qualitative content analysis shows that there are recurring patterns in the

presentation and occurrence of the emotions involved in the videos, which allow a

classification into different emotion-related approaches. These emotional storytelling

approaches were determined based on the main emotion, the main purpose of the videos, and

the tone and mood.

Main Emotion

Analysis of the main emotions revealed that different emotions are used for reporting MI

experiences and that several emotions often interact with each other (see Appendix 8.2.4 and

8.2.5). The results in Appendix 8.2.4 show that sadness and joy were identified as main

emotions particularly frequently, which were then moderately intense in most cases (sadness:

23 times as a main emotion; joy: 15 times as a main emotion). Anger was also identified as a

main emotion a few times (9 times), but in comparison to the other primary emotions, anger

occurred most frequently as a secondary emotion (9 times). Fear, on the other hand, only

appeared as a main emotion in two videos and was the least frequently represented in the

videos, with a total of seven occurrences.

If one then considers the table from Appendix 8.2.5, it is noticeable that blends of different

emotions were frequently identified in the videos. Most often a blend of joy and anger was

identified (9 times) and second most frequently a blend between sadness and anger as well as

between sadness and joy (7 times each) has been noted. It is also striking that sadness was

most frequently identified as a sole dominant emotion (9 times), while joy (2 times), anger (1

time) and fear (1 time) only rarely appeared as a sole main emotion.5 These results indicate

that sadness is most frequent and dominant in the videos overall. Joy is also very prominent,

but mainly in combination with anger or sadness. In general, anger seems to function

primarily as a secondary emotion to joy and sadness.

Considering Friesen and Ekman's (2003) research, it can be concluded from the results that

the emotional blends produce different meanings and effects. According to Friesen and

Ekman (2003), a blend of sadness and anger can mean that the sad expression should be

controlled or even masked. But the intensity of sadness can also be enhanced by anger

(Friesen and Ekman 2003). Anger and joy as a blend may appear as a smile to mask the

anger or to show that the situation is not too serious (Friesen and Ekman 2003). Sadness and

5 Identification as a sole main emotion means that no emotions were identified as second or third in the same
video.
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joy as a blend are usually identified as a mask that corresponds to "laughing on the outside,

crying on the inside'' (Friesen and Ekman 2003, 126).

The occurrence of several dominant emotions in one video can also be explained by the fact

that sometimes different roles are portrayed that have different emotional expressions or due

to the presentation of mood changes and irony.

It can thus be interpreted that joy in a blend functions mainly (and sometimes ironically) as a

mask that covers another emotion such as sadness or anger and serves to control the situation

to present it more positively, while sadness is rather potentiated by blends with anger.

Primary Purpose

When it comes to identifying the primary purpose of the videos in the sample, all videos

showed that their main purpose is Anecdotal, as they depict personal experiences with MI

(see Table 1). In 13 cases there was only an Anecdotal purpose assigned, while in 6 videos

there was additionally an Informative purpose found, in one video an Accomplishment

sharing purpose, in 17 videos a Humorous purpose and 3 videos had a simultaneous purpose

to be humorous as well as to share Accomplishments. Regarding the purpose of information,

it should be mentioned that in the selected cases the purpose of information is based on the

creator’s own experience, which makes the given information not necessarily reliable. It can

be inferred from these findings that besides an anecdotal purpose, humor is the most common

theme in the narratives.

Table 1: Primary Purpose Findings

Occurence of Purpose

Number of
Purposes
identified

Anecdotal Informative Humorous Accomplishment
Sharing

1 Purpose 13 0 0 0

2 Purposes 24 6 17 1

3 Purposes 3 0 3 3

Total 40 6 20 4

Tone and Mood

Complementing the findings for the Main Emotion, which indicate that especially sadness

and joy are present in the videos and and the findings for the Primary Purpose of the video,
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which underline the presence of humor in the narratives, the results on tone and mood

additionally suggest that there are two main emotional approaches to how the narratives are

told.

Tone and mood are therefore important in evaluating emotional storytelling because they

consider the results of main emotion and main purpose together, and thus the overall attitude

and expected feelings of the viewer can be evaluated.

The two identified approaches from analyzing tone and mood either have a more humorous

approach and follow a mostly logical tone or have a sad/gloomy approach, which then

usually has a more emotional tone.

Therefore, the videos analyzed can generally be divided into two emotional storytelling

approaches: Sadness and Humor. These approaches have either an orientation towards joyful

or sad expressions, and depending on the occurrence and blend then portray the experiences

as rather sad and more negative or rather funny and more positive.

5.1.2 Character Functions and Relations

In order to gain insight into the character functions, the codes found in the format and

narrative were used as a basis to then identify patterns in the deep structuration of the

narrative and the role of mental illness within the narrative. It appears that in most cases MI

is portrayed as a villain/villainess and the creator as a hero/heroine.

What all videos have in common is that none of them describe MI as inherently good or

depict it as the hero/heroine of their story who is finding themself to be in a struggle.

However, there are different ways of presenting the extent to which MI actively controls and

influences the hero/heroine, which ultimately affects the display of the

hero/heroine/villain/villainess relationship. The following examples, taken from text overlays

of the videos, serve to illustrate main representations of character functions and their

relations:

EXEMPLARY CASES TEXT OVERLAY

Case 31

Mental Illness: Villain/Villainess, evil, active,
controlled

Creator: Hero/Heroine, active, controlling

Me recovering from an0rex!a going to get a piece
of chocolate fudge

My ED: woah! You can't eat that!

Me: Oh yeah, you're right...*takes a bite*

My ED:

Me eating and enjoying it anyway
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Case 35

Mental Illness: Villain/Villainess, evil, active,

controlling

Creator: Hero/Heroine, passive, controlled

when you spent most of your teens watching

everyone else having fun, falling in love, going to

parties and just being kids whilst you were fighting

to just get through the day

Case 16

Mental Illness: Villain/Villainess, evil, active,

controlling

Other People: Neither Villains or Heroes

Creator: Hero/Heroine/Villain/Villainess, active,

controlled

"I know you have struggles with your mental health

but I don't mind I can handle it"

You're gunna wish you

Never had met me

Case 20

Mental Illness: No direct Depiction as

Villain/Villainess, no direct Depiction as evil;

active, controlling

Creator: Hero/Heroine, active/passive, controlled

sobbing during a mental breakdown

posing in the mirror right after bc i think i look hot

after crying

Case 33

Mental Illness: No direct Depiction as

Villain/Villainess, not evil; active/passive,

controlling

Other People: Indirect Depiction as Villains

Creator: Hero/Heroine/Villain/Villainess,

active/passive,  controlling/controlled

"why do you relapse every time after your scars

started to fade?"

[Because if I don't, that means that all the damage

I got]* isn't good damage

it's just damage.

*:The text in brackets was added from

sound to the video for better understanding.

Case 15

Mental Illness: No Depiction as Villain/Villainess,

not evil, passive, rather controlled, presentation as

adjuvant

Creator: Hero/Heroine, active, rather controlling

being mentally ill at school

a good reason to randomly leave lesson

Case 31 shows an example of how the creator actively opposes MI, clearly identifying the

eating disorder as a villain. Through personification of the MI, it is portrayed as particularly

active and controlling. Case 35 also clearly presents MI as an evil villain. Here, however, the

creator is presented as passive and controlled by MI. Also in case 16, MI is presented as a

villain who has control over the creator, but who is actively controlled by MI and thus acts as

a villainized hero. These three examples all indicate that the creator is in a hero's struggle.

23



In cases 20, 33, and 15, MI is less clearly portrayed as a villain, if at all. Of these, case 20 is

an example of the creator being partially controlled by the MI but appearing to accept the

situation as a passive/active hero, thus only partially representing the hero to be struggling

because of MI. In case 33, both the MI and the creator have active and passive roles, with the

MI controlling the creator to the extent that the creator actively acts as henchman with his

own control, suggesting a closely intertwined relationship between MI and the creator. In

case 15, the actively controlling and calculating MI is used for the creator’s own benefit as an

adjuvant, implying a more positive relationship between MI and the creator in this case.

However, case 15 is the only case of the videos analyzed in which such a 'positive' side of MI

is presented.

Case 16 and 33 are also examples of how other characters appear in some narratives in the

roles of friends, family or not defined persons, who in most cases act as complications. By

portraying these 'other people' as uncomprehending, ignorant and awkward, they contribute

to the hero's struggle and are thus in some instances to be classified as indirect villains.

From the videos analyzed, almost all creators are presenting themselves to be in a hero's

struggle, which is influenced by MI, by other people, by both at the same time or other

factors.

5.1.3 Controllability of Mental Illness

The above results have shown that creators take on differently presented roles as

heros/heroines, whose narratives of their relationship to their respective MIs sometimes vary

widely. For example, of the 40 videos analyzed, 13 portrayed MI as not evil or not directly as

evil, while in the remaining 27 videos an evil characterization of MI was perceived.

If, in addition to the characterization of MI as evil or no evil, the control and controllability

as well as the activity and passivity of both the role of the MI and the creator are taken into

account, these factors can be used to determine the extent to which MI is portrayed as a

problem that can and should be solved and controlled or whether it is portrayed as an

accepted attribute that may even be presented as an integral part of the creator's character.

When results from the discourse-analytical part of the study are taken into account, the

deeper narratives examined can be used to further determine the extent to which the creators

narrate their identification with their MI in their self-portrayal. For example, hashtags such as

#mentallyill, the mention of their MI in their profile biography, using of positive connotated

emojis with the mention of MI, and when MI is evident as the main topic of the TikTok
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account depict a stronger identification with MI as an attribute. This contrasts with the use of

hashtags that distance the illness more strongly from their person such as #mentalillness or

focusing on recovery related topics.

The following graphic (Graphic 1) illustrates how the characterization of MI in the context of

the active or passive role of the creator influences the extent to which MI is or is not

portrayed (directly or indirectly) as a serious problem to be solved. For all videos, it is a

given that their creator’s have accepted to be affected by MI as a first step to create these

videos in the first place.

Graphic 1: Mental Illness Controllability Narratives

The graphic shows that first of all, it is significant whether MI is referred to as evil in the

particular narrative or not. Consequently, the next step towards seeing and presenting the MI

as a problem is to ascribe the quality 'evil' to the role of the MI. If the creator then actively

shows whether or how one can actively defeat the evil villain MI, the possibility of recovery

(resolution) of the struggle is presented to the viewer. However, if the MI is not presented as

evil and it is not actively presented as a problem or even actively shown as something

unproblematic, it suggests to the viewer that the disease has been accepted as an

unproblematic attribute of the person (identification). In the case of a rather passive role of

the creator, who is controlled by the MI, the representation of a kind of stagnation occurs

when no action is taken and circumstances are accepted, regardless of whether the MI is

presented as evil or not.6 This ‘stagnation’ narrative should therefore be viewed critically, as

6 This representation of stagnation can in fact turn into both resolution and identification, but this can only be
revealed by analyzing multiple videos from the same creator. Because this study is applied to individual videos
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while it may seek to normalize MI through the narrative of acceptance, this portrayal can also

romanticize MI if it is not simultaneously presented as a serious problem.

Of the videos studied, the controllability narrative resolution was found in only five cases, all

of which creators mentioned being in recovery from MI. 22 cases were classified in the area

of stagnation, while 13 videos portrayed a close relationship between creator and illness,

which would qualify as the narrative identification. Of course, the narrative of stagnation or

identification does not mean that the creator does not take the disease seriously or sees it as a

problem. But it is about the impression created by a video, which the viewer gets through the

role distribution of the characters and could then internalize.

In summary, these results have indicated that MI is portrayed primarily in the two

emotion-related approaches humor and sadness in the TikTok videos studied, with MI

portrayed largely as an evil villain in both genres.

In humorous narratives, however, MI is more often portrayed as non-evil and associated with

the category of identification than in sad narratives, where MI is more often recognized as

evil. In the sad narratives, however, a passive attitude of the creator is shown much more

often, whereas in the humorous narratives an active role of the creator is shown more

frequently. For instance, four of the five cases counted in the resolution category were found

to be from the humorous narrative.

From these results, it can be concluded that most sad narratives about MI are not so much

about resolution as they are about sharing one's own suffering with peers. Humorous

narratives, meanwhile, tend to trivialize MI and may show it in a more positive light but may

also occur during recovery to share success with others. It seems, then, that in most cases,

whether by arousing sad or humorous emotions, the videos serve to provide social support

and exchange.

5.2 (Re)Appropriation Of Pop Culture Elements

RQ1b was intended to explore the way in which pop culture elements are integrated into the

videos. First of all, it should be mentioned that although it was previously selected as an

inclusion criterion that the videos examined must contain pop cultural content, such content

was found in all videos that appeared in the selection process without exception, which

from multiple creators, ultimately only one of the three depicted controllability options can occur per video:
Resolution, Stagnation, or Identification.

26



suggests that the appropriation of pop cultural content on TikTok is fundamentally

significant.

5.2.1 Appropriative Content Creation and Intertextuality

In the analysis, all videos used sounds from the TikTok music library that were created

and/or uploaded by other users. Most of these sounds contained songs by more or less

well-known artists from pop culture. In addition to songs, some sounds also contained

excerpts from movies, TV series and, in one case, a TV show. In one case, an excerpt from a

movie was also visually inserted. By incorporating snippets of music, TV and movie

elements the creators often made use of quotations as a direct form of intertextuality (see

Appendix 8.8 for examples).

The creators lip synced to the respective sounds in more than half of the videos. In the

remaining videos, either a dialogue or train of thought was spoken without sound, or the

creator did not speak in any way. The frequently used lip syncing can be interpreted as a form

of postmodern pastiche - or in the humorous narratives as a parody - by incorporating

contemporary pop cultural references into one's own narrative, thus making a mixture of

different genres possible.

Since none of the videos used the creator's own voice but all of them used TikTok sounds, the

incorporated sounds were used in the analysis of the audio codes, which were also

instrumental in determining the main emotion. Thus, the sounds used largely determined

which main emotion the videos ultimately conveyed.

For example, in the genre of sad emotional narratives, sad, slow songs by contemporary

singers such as Billie Eilish, Adele, and Tom Odell were often used. The humorous

emotional narrative genre, on the other hand, used faster, livelier songs, such as Gangnam

Style by PSY or Without Me by Eminem. In some cases, faster, slower or remixed versions

were also used, which then evoke certain emotions all the more. Similarly, the appropriated

references from movies and TV can generally be assigned to the sad or humorous narrative.

Interestingly, quotes from the series Euphoria were used twice in the analyzed videos, yet it

has already been mentioned that this series itself is criticized by some for its romanticization

of MI.

A deeper examination of the sounds used showed that in all cases the creators used sounds

that were also frequently used by other users. Exploring how other users have applied the

same sound to their videos, popular trends became apparent. Half of the videos followed
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general trends that followed an either humorous or sad emotional approach. In 14 cases,

trends were identified as MI specific (see Appendix 8.7 for examples).

During the analysis of the videos, a strong content connection between the references and the

narrated plot became frequently recognizable.

In 18 cases a direct connection between quotes and plot was found, in 10 cases an only

partial or indirect connection was identified, in 10 cases there was no recognizable

connection and in two cases no lyrics or quotes were preserved in the sound. It is worth

mentioning that of the cases in which only a partial connection was visible, 5 offered

'alternative', unique quotes, for example by stopping the sound at certain points to change the

quotes’ message (see Appendix 8.8, Case 13) or by exchanging words, which then became

visible in the text overlay and made the quote fit to their intended narrative. Apart from the

quotes, the instrumental part of the sound in each of the videos corresponded to the general

mood of the plot.

Although a general contextual connection to the sounds has been found, the appropriated pop

cultural content, with few exceptions, is not originally about MI. Thus, the often familiar

songs in which the emotions of the lyrical self, which may refer to joyful or sad feelings in

everyday situations, are torn from their original context and readapted to MI experiences.

Overall, it can be stated that all of the videos analyzed incorporated pop cultural elements in

different ways, most of which were appropriations in the form of song snippets. In the sad

storytelling approach, lyrics and quotes were mostly used as pastiche, while in the humorous

storytelling approach quotes were used more as parody.

In both types of approaches, the appropriated sounds have an essential function, not only

through their sound, but also through their use of words, to connect with the narrative and

evoke a certain emotional response, as well as to create relatability.

Apart from directly appropriated pop cultural content, commonly used pop cultural narrative

styles are also adopted, e.g. by using editing, positioning of camera, reenactment of

dialogues, slow motion, sequencing of time or using greenscreens.

How these direct and indirect appropriations might affect the aesthetics of the videos and the

aestheticization of mental illness will be highlighted in the following section.

5.3 Uses Of Synergetic Interactions For An Aesthetic Creation

How aestheticization techniques are used in the TikTok videos is addressed in RQ1c. To

approach this question, elements and devices were identified that can work together to create
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synergetic brews that “bring together stimuli that may be unremarkable individually for ‘a

magical metamorphosis of the ordinary’” (Gibson 2011, as cited by Mechner 2017, 291) and

thus can transform an ‘ordinary’ concept into an aesthetic one. Synergetically interacting

devices were divided into five categories for this study, based on the findings by Mechner

(2017) and were specifically adapted to MI and social media attributes (see Appendix 8.3). A

synergetic brew “can be likened to a chef’s recipes, always involve manipulation of concepts

and their relations in the audiences’ concept repertoires” (Mechner 2017, 304 p.). Which

‘recipe’ to produce an aesthetic creation is frequently used in the analyzed videos is being

linked by specifically examining devices and elements of each of the five categories and

linking them to the previous results.

5.3.1 Combining And Reclassifying Of Concepts

When concepts are being combined and one them is a ‘meaningful’ one, such as something

familiar, they can have a strong synergetic effect that (Arntzen 2004; Arntzen, Nartey, &

Fields, 2015, as cited by Mechner 2017), as part of a synergetic brew, evokes aesthetic

responses (Mechner 2017).

Due to the frequent appropriation of pop culture elements in the videos, the concept of

mental illness was often associated with concepts from music, TV, and movies, which then

linked the concept of MI with sadness or humor, depending on the emotion-related approach

used.

Furthermore, experiences and feelings connected to youth culture were often associated with

mental illness using concepts such as intergenerational conflicts, friends, childhood,

adulthood, sexuality, gender as well as school related ones (Vásquez 2019).

It can thus be observed that the most frequently occurring concept relations with MI,

associate MI largely with generally societally familiar concepts such as well-known songs as

well as experiences and themes that are familiar to many adolescents in particular.

5.3.2 Surprise/Novelty and/or Familiarity

The analyzed videos can contain both surprise and familiarity elements at the same time,

such as the use of an unfamiliar remix of a well-known song. Surprise and familiarity

elements thus play a part in the combination of concepts mentioned above and can potentiate

the synergetic interactions (Mechner 2017). The structure of the TikTok App is particularly

relevant for evoking surprising effects. When browsing the front page (which is
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algorithmically adapted to the user) or actively searching for topics such as mental illness,

the algorithm is structured in such a way that as soon as a video is viewed, the next video is

automatically played without the viewer knowing which video is coming next, thus

inevitably creating a surprise factor.

5.3.3 Audience Involvement

Audience involvement has a reinforcing effect on a synergetic brew, especially when the

audience can participate in a creative way (Mechner 2017).

The structure of the TikTok App has a key role to play in the audience involvement category.

TikTok offers several features that make audience involvement possible, such as the options

to use Duets, Stitches and used Filters7, which in most cases were allowed to be used by the

creators of the videos studied. In the majority of cases, comments were also allowed, so that

an active exchange with the viewers becomes possible, allowing them to express their own

experiences, opinions and other thoughts on the topic.

The fact that the videos in the sample are part of trends also increases audience involvement,

as the viewers can participate in the trend themselves and thus creatively share their own

story with the community. A use of hashtags such as #bpdtok also helps to target specific

members of communities. Some creators have specifically used hashtags like #fyp or

#foryou, or mentioned well-known challenges in the hashtags to reach a lot of people by

‘forcing’ themselves into their algorithm.

5.3.4 Emotionalizing Concepts and Humor

As shown in the table in Appendix 8.3, display of emotions and the inclusion of

emotion-linked markers such as voices, songs, or images that enhance recognizability,

communicability, and memorability can lead to emotional mirroring if the viewer feels

empathy and/or identification in response to the content (Mechner 2017). Especially displays

of emotion and the use of humor have reinforcing effects on the synergetic brew that a lot of

the analyzed videos made use of (Mechner 2017). “Humor’s reinforcing functions depend on

coordination with other devices to displace emotions that are aversive (fear, anger,

sadness,etc.), often by revealing hidden relations” (Mechner 2017, 305), which were found

frequently in the blends described in section 5.1.1. Thus, the fact that the videos focus on

7 TikTok calls the usable filters ‘Effects’, but since this analysis uses the word ‘effect’ differently, the TikTok
‘Effects’ are called filters.
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either sad or humorous emotional approaches to portray MI experiences contributes to the

synergetic brew that can aestheticize the concept of MI.

5.3.5 Parsimony and Summarization Techniques on TikTok

“In accordance with Ockham’s razor, we characterize a statement as parsimonious,

simple, or elegant when a small number of words or symbols predicts or describes a large

number of phenomena” (Mechner 2017, 299).

Due to the very short duration of the videos (which is characteristic for TikTok), of which the

longest video from the sample was 20 seconds long and the shortest 5 seconds, it can

generally be identified that they are making use of parsimony and summarization techniques

and thus MI attributes are being simplified, since complicated aspects cannot be

comprehensively addressed in such a short time.

The results of this section showed that the videos analyzed make use of a combination of the

concept of MI with familiar concepts mostly through the appropriation of pop culture

elements, which, as explained above, also influences the emotional narratives in the videos.

The nature of the app TikTok itself also plays a major role in how the presentation of a

concept such as MI can be aestheticized, as it offers high potential for audience involvement,

as well as surprise effects and generally abbreviated and thus simplified presentations of

topics.

Since these elements and devices used in the videos often appear simultaneously and

interrelated with each other, their combined influence is a synergistic one that can potentiate

synergetic interactions and might thus transform the originally ordinary concept of MI into

an aesthetic concept in the narratives.
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6. CONCLUSION

This section provides a final evaluation and discussion of the results presented in relation to

the theoretical and empirical framework in order to answer the main research question

addressed by this study.

First, the analysis of the 40 TikTok videos essentially revealed that the experience of MI is

presented in either a humorous or sad approach, with MI only in rare cases being clearly

framed as a problem to be solved. Analysis of the appropriation of pop culture content has

shown that it plays an important role in the narratives, particularly through the inclusion of

musical sounds that are part of trends and the adoption of common pop culture narrative

styles. The appropriated pop culture elements also have a significant influence on the

emotional narrative. The results have also shown that all the videos analyzed make use of

certain aestheticization techniques by incorporating different devices that form synergetic

interactions for an aesthetic creation. The aesthetic impacts presumably arise particularly

from the incorporation of pop cultural elements and the nature of TikTok as an App.

Therefore, the main research question of how TikTok users portray their personal experiences

with mental illness can be answered by concluding from the findings that youth who share

their MI experiences on TikTok do so in the form of creating and participating in

community-building trends that rely heavily on pop culture content. Thus, it appears that

youth relate the narratives conveyed by pop culture to their own experiences and, when they

find them relatable, incorporate them into their own narratives.

Taking the theoretical framework into account, contrary to Ferreira's (2016) assumption that

adolescents are less focused on collective expression and more focused on subjectivity, the

results of the analysis tend to suggest that while individual MI experiences are shared on

TikTok, they are still focused on a collective. For example, the fact that all of the creators in

the sample use external sounds that can also be used by others for their personal accounts of

their experiences with MI, suggests that their relatability with the respective sound is

intended to be presented to other users to have an exchange on the subject and show their

belonging in the in-group8. When shared with many people within a community who

perceive the sad and humorous depictions of MI experiences as relatable, a collective

relatability could be formed. Thus, when in one video ‘relatable’ intertextual sounds are

8 The ‘group membership’ of the collective on TikTok is thus discursively accomplished, similar to Tumblr,
where membership in the collective that understands the references and narratives is not fixed and has no clear
boundaries (Vásquez 2019).
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used, which may then be lip-synced, they can be considered rather a collective and

representative voice rather than an individual one.

The sharing of a particular vulnerable image by multiple creators through mostly highly

subjective visual narratives in which the youth tell their personal stories, show their

emotions, and reveal their identities can also function "as a deliberate exposure to power"

(Butler 2014, 12). Vulnerable exposure thus aims to make MI more accessible and

comprehensible, and presumably actively seeks to dissolve the criteria of what makes MI

‘normal’ (Ferreira 2016).

However, due to the short length of the videos and the summary and sparseness of MI

attributes in the narratives, following Sautermeister (2016), a trivialization tendency can be

suspected, which as recurring patterns in the echo chambers can reinforce the conceptual

repertoire of the often young viewers in such a way that they get a distorted impression of

what is ‘normal’ (Jadayel, Medlej, and Jadayel 2018, 474).

The additional inclusion of pop culture elements in the videos, some of which are highly

emotionalized and primarily used to portray experiences of mood disorders such as

depression, which already tend to be romanticized in pop culture anyway, could shift the

focus away from a logical, problem-focused approach to MI toward an emotional

connectedness and stronger identification with MI. Hence, when examining the aestheticized

representation of adolescent MI experiences, the direct as well as indirect influence of

common pop cultural tropes must be considered at all times.

Therefore, it is often not MI itself that is romanticized and idealized by the creators; on the

contrary, the videos analyzed show that mental illness is very much recognized as evil.

Rather, it is the interplay of several factors that synergistically combine to make the

representation of the concept of MI an aestheticized one.

To conclude, it appears that all of the videos analyzed seem to aim to create a sense of

relatability in the viewer and to ‘normalize’ MI through the emotional portrayal of sad and

humorous depictions. However, the ‘relatable suffering’ portrayed may quickly turn into a

narrative of ‘beautiful suffering’. This can happen especially when MI is not portrayed as a

problem to be solved and thus is perceived as merely relatable, acceptable, normal, or even

desirable, which should be explored further in future research.

Nevertheless, this study has not been without limitations as the nature of qualitative research

limits the outcomes of this study to be generalized.
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One aspect worth noting is that expressions of mental health experiences can differ around

the world and the focus on english speaking content makes the research culturally specific.

Other limitations of this study are that even though some kind of interpretation can take

place, the research outcome cannot explain reasoning behind users' content creation or effects

on viewers and themselves.

Particularly the analysis of the main emotion and intensity of the identified emotions, despite

the basis on a coding system, inevitably requires a discussion about subjectivity. This is

because the interplay of emotions in particular, which constitutes the intensity, is only

possible through a holistic view of the videos, which is only to a certain extent revealed by

determining the individual codes and blended emotions and therefore requires the assessment

of the researcher. Therefore, especially with regard to the determination of the intensity of

emotions, it would be relevant for future studies that deal with similar emotional coding

techniques to include the assessment of several researchers. Furthermore, the occurrence of

synergetic interactions between aesthetic elements does not imply that an aesthetic response

actually occurs in the viewer, but it may serve to investigate their effects based on these

categories in follow-up research.

In order to find out what effects the aestheticizing narratives of MI on TikTok actually have

on other users, it would be useful to specifically investigate both creators and viewers in

future studies. Of particular interest would be to find out how viewers with different levels of

experience and knowledge about MI are influenced by such narratives and how their

conceptual repertoires change with frequent exposure to such content, including examining

different effects of sad and humorous approaches.

Added to that, in a follow-up study, a special focus could be put on the use of familiar sounds

and quotes, that may strongly influence the sense of relatedness to MI and, with frequent

exposure to these types of conceptual combinations, potentially make them seem more

normal or even likable. In this context, the question could also be asked how strong the

emotionalizing effect of emotional narratives is on the audience as well as exploring the

actual aesthetic impact that surprising techniques, parsimony and summarization techniques

have on the audience.

Aside from the fact that this study is limited and follow-up studies are needed to further

explore the interconnectedness of media, society, and the individual in relation to the

portrayal of mental illness on TikTok, these findings can still make a significant contribution.
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The findings of this study, taking into account the literature review, can contribute to a better

understanding of the phenomenon of the aestheticization of mental illness and the actors and

practices involved, and show that there is more to the aestheticization of mental illness by

adolescents than a simple euphemization of ‘being mentallly ill’.
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8. APPENDIX

8.1 Coding Sheet for TikTok Video Analysis

Case Number:

CODE DETAILS WHEN TO USE / WHEN
NOT TO USE

Basic Technical Features

Creator
Gender of Creator
Age of Creator
Date of Publication
Length of Video

Apply this code to all videos.

FORMAT

Text

TikTok Biography Biography/profile description

Caption Text attached to the video Apply this code to all videos
including text that modifies or
provides additional meaning to
the video.

Do not use this code to display all
overlay, caption or hashtag
sources used in the video that do
not provide relevant information
to the story.

Hashtags Hashtags attached to the video

Overlay Text overlaid on the screen

Image

Mise En Scène Place of recording, positioning
and movement of People incl.
paralanguage, Costume, Hair &
Make Up

Apply this code to all videos that
add visual content modifying or
giving a different meaning to the
story.

Do not use this code to display all
filters, effects, lights, animations,
speed, stickers and transitions
used in the video that do not
provide relevant information to
the story.

Filter Color tone adjustment of the
image; TikTok Filter, Green
screen

Effects Duets, stitches, transition,
incorporation of visual elements
like photos and videos …

Color Bright, dark; high or low saturated

Lighting Dark, light; key light, fill light,
back light; color of light …
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Camera Motion Large, small, no motion, zoom

Cut Rate Fast, Slow, neutrall, No Cuts

Audio

Sound Original Music, TikTok Music
Library, No Music, Other
Sound…

Apply this code to all videos
whose audio is used to imitate,
reply, modify or change the
meaning of the story (i.e. combine
a label song with real voice audio
to express feelings).

Do not use this code to display all
performance, music, audio,
silence and sound effects used in
the video that do not provide
relevant information to the story.

Sound Energy Higher, lower, neutral

Silence Ratio Small, big, neutral

Voice Own Voice, Voice from someone
else, Voice from Sound, No
Voice…

Speech Rate Faster, slower, very fast, very
slow, neutral

Pitch Average higher, lower, very high, very low,
neutral

Pitch Range Wider, narrow, very wide, very
narrow, neutral

NARRATIVE

Storytelling

Main Emotion Major emotion involved: joy, fear,
anger, sadness

Apply this code to all videos.

Affective Main Emotion Joy, fear, anger, sadness, other

Facial Expression Brow-Forehead, Eyes-lids, lower
face

Emotion Intensity Slight, Moderate, Extreme

Tone Attitude: objective/subjective,
logical/emotional,
intimate/distant; assertive,
inspirational, educational, dry,
humorous, nostalgic, sarcastic,
uneasy, regretful…

Mood Gloomy, sad, fearful, empathetic,
sympathetic, happy, joyful,
humorous, shocking, calm …

Primary Purpose Of The Video Video theme: Informative,
Humorous, Accomplishment
Sharing, Anecdotal, Other

Challenge/Trend Video takes part in a popular trend
or challenge, no trend or
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challenge

Aesthetics Music, Voice and Image Linkage:
Combining And Reclassifying Of
Concepts; Emotionalizing
Concepts; Surprise/Novelty
and/or Familiarity; Audience
Involvement

Appropriation of Pop Culture
Elements

Quotation, Plagiarism, Parody,
Pastiche, Allusion, no evident
appropriation…

Mental-Illness-Specific Features

Mental Illness Mention of one or more mental
illnesses, e.g. Depression,
Anxiety; No focus on a specific
mental illness

Apply this code to all videos.

Personal Involvement with
Mental Illness

Having recovered, currently
dealing with mental illness, in
recovery, No mention

Attributes/Symptoms connected
to Mental Illness

Self harm, mood changes, pain,
No focus on attributes…

Aesthetics of Mental Illness
Attributes

Exaggeration and/or Distortion;
Summarization and/or Parsimony;
No evident Aesthetics

DEEP NARRATIVE STRUCTURE AND MEANING

Deep Structuration of the
Narrative

Meaning of signs, words, sentence
structure, narrative function,
character function: hero/villain …

Apply this code to all videos.

Role of Mental Illness within the
Narrative

Symbolism, Metaphors,
Personification of mental illness;
Depiction as an attribute/ a
character trait; Depiction as
illness that is standing on its own;
Depiction as controllable/
uncontrollable, controlling/ not
controlling, evil/good,
passive/active…

FURTHER REMARKS

Miscellaneous

Report Summary

Based on Vizcaíno-Verdú and Abidin (2021), Zhu et al. (2019), Mechner (2017) and Fiske (2001).
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8.2 Analyzing The Main Emotion in TikTok Videos

8.2.1 Table to Analyze Affective Audio and Image Features for each Basic Emotion

Emotion

Feature Joy Anger Sadness Fear Ambiguous

Image
Lighting Light NA Dark Dark

Color Bright
colors

NA Dark, Low
saturated

Dark and
blue,

sometimes
dark and
red, Low
saturated

Camera
Motion
(Phase/

Intensity)

NA/ Large Zoom, tilt/
Large

No camera
motion/
Small

Zoom, tilt/
NA

Cut Rate NA Fast Slow Fast

Audio Speech
Rate

Faster or
slower

Slightly
faster

Slightly
slower

Much
faster

Pitch
Average

Much
higher

Very much
higher

Slightly
lower

Very much
higher

Pitch
Range

Much
wider

Much
wider

Slightly
narrower

Much
wider

Sound
energy

Higher Higher Lower Normal

Silence
ratio

Small Small Big Big

Based on Sun and Yu (2007).

To determine the affective main emotion in a video, it was decided that at least three features

must support an emotion for it to be considered an affective main emotion. Multiple

emotions can be considered as affective main emotions if the analyzed features meet criteria

for multiple emotions. If multiple main emotions are found, the emotion most recognized in

the features is always mentioned first in the codes. No more than two main emotions should

be selected, or three if they are of about equal significance. In case an analyzed feature does

not seem to support any of the selected main emotions, there is another column in the table

with the option ‘Other’, which, if it occurs more than three times for a video, is evaluated as

'Ambiguous'.
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8.2.2 Table to Study Facial Expressions for Each Basic Emotion

Emotion

Facial
Expression

Joy Anger Sadness Fear

Brow-Forehead Not necessarily
involved

Eyebrows down
and together

Inner corners of
eyebrows are

raised (and may
be drawn
together)

Eyebrows raised
and pulled
together,

wrinkled on
forehead are only

in the center

Eyes-lids Muscle around
eyes tightened,

crows feet
wrinkles around

eyes

Upper and lower
lid are tense, eyes
have a hard stare

Drooping upper
eyelids, losing
focus in eyes

raised upper
eyelids, tensed
lower eyeballs

Lower face cheeks raised, lip
corners raised

diagonally

lips either
pressed firmly or

open but tense

slight pulling
down of lip

corners

lips slightly
stretched or tense
and drawn back

Based on Friesen and Ekman (2003).

8.2.3 Table to Determine Main Emotion

The table is based on the findings for the affective features of audio and image and facial
expressions, taking the intensity and interaction of the found emotions into account:

Main Emotion Joy Anger Sadness Fear

Intensity

Based on Ekman and Friesen (1980).

If a particularly large proportion of the features stand for an emotion, its intensity is classified

as extreme. If an emotion is recognized as dominant, but other determinable or ambiguous

emotions also play a role, it is more likely to be classified in the moderate range. The

intensity is determined as slight if it has a significant influence on the video, but does not

stand out particularly clearly. Two emotions can be determined equally as main, secondary

and third emotions. When determining the main emotion and the intensity, the interaction of

the individual factors is of particular importance. It may be that no secondary emotion is

assigned to a main emotion and yet it is only classified as moderate if it dominates in many

features but is not extremely present in the interaction of the features. It goes without saying
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that secondary and third emotions must always have a weaker intensity than the main

emotions. For example, a secondary emotion can only be moderate or slight if the main

emotion is extreme, and when a secondary emotion is labeled as moderately intense, a third

emotion can only be classified as slightly intense. As a third emotion, only those that affect

feature interaction despite low intensity are included, thus influencing the emotional

narrative of the video.

8.2.4 Findings for Occurence of Basic Emotions as Main, Secondary and Third Emotion

Occurrence

Emotion Intensity Main
Emotion

Secondary
Emotion

Third
Emotion

Total
Occurrence
per Emotion

Joy Slight 1 3 1

Moderate 14 1 0

Extreme 0 0 0

Count: Main, Second
and Third Emotion

15 4 1 20

Anger Slight 1 9 1

Moderate 7 0 0

Extreme 1 0 0

Count: Main, Second
and Third Emotion

9 9 1 19

Sadness Slight 2 7 1

Moderate 17 0 0

Extreme 4 0 0

Count: Main, Second
and Third Emotion

23 7 1 31

Fear Slight 1 3 1

Moderate 1 1 0

Extreme 0 0 0

Count: Main, Second
and Third Emotion

2 4 1 7

The fields filled in blue highlight a particularly frequent occurrence.
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8.2.5 Findings for Emotion Blends and Sole Occurrences

Blend of
Emotions

Joy Anger Sadness Fear

Joy 2 9 7 0

Anger 9 1 7 2

Sadness 7 7 9 1

Fear 0 2 1 1

Occurence in
Blends

16 18 15 3

White fields represent the occurrence as sole emotions and are not counted for the total
occurrence in blends per emotion. Fields of the same color indicate that it is the same mixture
of two emotions as in the respective other field of the same color.
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8.3 Table to Analyze The Occurrence Of Aestheticization Techniques in TikTok
Videos

Devices That Create An
Aesthetic Impact

Approach Assumed Effects

Concept of Mental Illness

Combining and Reclassifying
of Concepts

- E.g. showing ‘funny’
parts of having mental
illnesses

- Connection between
mental illness and
therapy, tv shows,
music etc.

- Adding a new relation
to a concept amplifies
its meaning; e.g.
adding ‘funny’ music
to a video about
mental illness might
affect views on
severeness of mental
illnesses

- formation of new
relations often
generalizes to similar
situations and concepts

- Provoking induction
and recognition

Emotionalizing Concepts - examples of the
potentiating effects of
emotion are displays
of anger or passion

- emotion-linked
markers like voices,
songs, or images,
enhance their
recognizability,
communicability, and
memorability

- Smiles and laughter
are frequently
positively reinforcing
stimuli.

- Humor can displace
aversive emotions

- Emotional Mirroring:
empathy,
identification, and
emotional contagion,
while connecting with
the emotions of others

- When one of the
elements in a
synergetic brew is an
emotionalizing one, it
has a greater impact

Surprise/Novelty and/or
Familiarity

- Use of familiar sounds,
images

- presenting a different
outcome, continuation
or relationship of an
expectation

- nonconfirmation of an
expectation: learning
effect that expands
concept repertoire

- confirmation of an
expectation: When it
settles a doubt, it is
informative (and thus
reinforcing)

- refreshing and
maintaining
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discriminations and
generalizations

Audience Involvement - Directly addressing
audience (e.g. call to
action)

- Taking part in a
TikTok Challenge or
Trend

- Creating Duets,
Stitches etc.

- Audience members
reciting or recreating
aspects of TikTok
video

- The synergetic brew is
enhanced by active
participation, which
includes overt operant
behavior

- The creative aspect as
an additional
contributor reinforces
audience participation

Attributes of Mental Illness

Exaggeration and/or
Distortion

- Attention is focused on
certain concept
features or conceptual
discrepancies

- evoking discrimination
- making the concept

available for
manipulation

Summarization and/or
Parsimony

- Summarization:
Identification of
essential features and
elimination of
nonessential ones

- Parsimony:
A statement can be
seen as parsimonious,
elegant or simple when
a small number of
words or symbols
describes or predicts a
large number of
phenomena

- Parsimony is
considered desirable,
pleasing, beautiful,
elegant, positively
reinforcing

- Parsimony is equated
with truth, beauty and
empirical correctness

- Summarization mostly
distills the essential
elements for purely
visual aesthetic effects

Synergistic Augmentation

When all of the above aestheticization variables are identified at the same time, their combined
influence can be more than additive, or synergistic.

Based on Mechner 2017.
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8.4 Table to Analyze the Appropriation Of Entertainment Pop Culture Content

Common Elements of Pop Culture Appropriation in TikTok Videos

Music Part of an original Song of any Genre; Remix,
Cover, Instrumental Version, Mashups…

Film Audio, Video or Text Snippets of specific
scenes; Recreation of scenes; Imitation or
Mention of Film Characters; Making use of
cinematic narrative structures (Exposition,
climax etc.)...

TV Series Audio, Video or Text Snippets of specific
scenes; Recreation of scenes; Imitation or
Mention of TV Series Characters; Making use
of commonly used narrative structures in
television series…

TV Shows Audio, Video or Text Snippets of specific
scenes; Recreation of scenes; Imitation or
Mention of TV Personalities; Making use of
commonly used narrative structures in
television shows…

Poetry Reciting Poetry via Text or Voice…

Broadcast Media Audio, Video or Text Snippets, e.g. of a
speech…

Literature Reciting Literature via Text or Voice…
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8.5 Table to Analyze The Form of Intertextuality in Appropriative Content
Creation

Intertextuality In Appropriative Content Creation

Direct Form Meaning Indirect Form Meaning

Quotation “something that is
quoted; especially: a
passage referred to,
repeated, or adduced”
(“Quotation Definition
& Meaning”, n.d.)

Allusion “making an indirect
reference to
something” (“Allusion
Definition &
Meaning”, n.d.)

Plagiarism “to steal and pass off
(the ideas or words of
another) as one's own:
use (another's
production) without
crediting the source”
(“Plagiarize Definition
& Meaning”, n.d.)

Pastiche “a literary, artistic,
musical, or
architectural work that
imitates the style of
previous work”
(“Pastiche Definition
& Meaning”, n.d.)

Parody “a literary or musical
work in which the
style of an author or
work is closely
imitated for comic
effect or in ridicule”
(“Parody Definition
& Meaning”, n.d.)

Based on “Intertextuality Examples and Definition”, n.d.
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8.6 Most mentioned Mental Illnesses in the Narratives

8.7 Examples of TikTok Trends

TikTok Trends

Case Sound Sad Trend Humorous
Trend

Mental Illness
Specific Trend

8 Sail - AWOLNATION, Part
of Song:
Maybe I should cry for help
Maybe I should kill myself
(myself, myself...)
Blame it on my ADD, baby

Using sound to
depict the urge to
'sail' away from
overwhelming
thoughts when
having mental
illness

26 Original Sound from other
user, includes Without Me -
Eminem, Part of Song:
no matter how many fish in
the sea
It'll be so empty, without me
Now this looks like a job for
me

Using sound to
make jokes about
that what
Creators are
doing or have is
‘a job they are
willing to do’

29 Original Sound from other
user, includes Breakin' My
Heart - Mint Condition, sped
up version, Part of Song:
oooh
Breakin' my heart, (pretty
brown eyes)
Yeah...

Using sound to
show situations
that makes
Creators
frustrated,
situations that
‘break their
hearts’

Orange highlighted parts emphasize that the sounds used often become part of trends because they
convey certain emotions, plots, or lyrics that have a direct relation to the narratives that the videos
convey.
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8.8 Examples Of Intertextual Pop Culture Appropriation

Pop Culture Appropriation And Intertextuality

Case 17

Part 1 Part 2 Sound

Original Sound from other

user, includes Another Love -

Tom Odell, sped up version,

Part of Song:

All my tears have been used

up, up

Oh

The creator is reenacting a dialogue with another person. A transition in which the camera angle
has changed illustrates a change to the second part of the video, in which the creator reenacted
themself.
Only in the second part of the video is there a connection between lyrics and plot, in that the
creator lip syncs a part of the song that is supposed to represent their own reaction in the dialogue.
The overlay text changes with cuts and bars of the song and also reproduces the lyrics in the
second part of the video.

Direct Intertextuality Form: Quotation
Indirect Intertextuality: Pastiche: Lip Sync, Reenactment/ Stylistic imitation of Movie
Dialogue/Past Situation, Sped up Version of Sound
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Case 33

Part 1 Part 2 Sound

Original Sound from other
user, includes Quote by Diane
from the TV Series Bojack
Horseman, Season 6, Episode
10, partly sped up (in the
beginning), Quote:
Because if I don't, that means
that all the damage I got isn’t
‘good damage’. It’s just
damage.
and includes My Alcoholic
Friends – The Dresden Dolls,
Part of Song:
Should I choose a noble
occupation?
If I did I'd only

The creator is reenacting a dialogue with another person. A transition in which the camera angle
has changed illustrates a change to the second part of the video, in which the creator reenacted
themself.
Only in the second part of the video is there a connection between quote and plot, in that the
creator lip syncs a part of the quote that is supposed to represent their own reaction in the dialogue.
The overlay text changes with cuts and bars of the sound and partly reproduces the quote in the
second part of the video.

Direct Intertextuality Form: Quotation
Indirect Intertextuality: Pastiche: Lip Sync, Reenactment/ Stylistic imitation of Movie
Dialogue/Past Situation, Partly Sped up Version of Sound, Mix of Sounds
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Case 13

Part 1 Part 2 Sound

Original Sound from other
user, includes Somebody That
I Used to Know - Gotye, only
vocals, Part of Song:
You said that you could let it
go
And I wouldn't catch you hung
up on somebody that you used
to know...
But you didn't have to cut me
[off]

The creator is reenacting a dialogue with ‘her wrists’. A transition in which the camera angle has
changed illustrates a change to the second part of the video, in which the creator reenacted their
personified wrists.
Only in the second part of the video is there a connection between lyrics and plot, in that the
creator lip syncs a part of the song that is supposed to represent their wrists reaction in the
dialogue.
The overlay text changes with cuts and bars of the song and partly reproduces the lyrics in the
second part of the video. The sound cuts at a point before the ‘off’, so that it fits to the story:
cutting the wrists

Direct Intertextuality Form: Quotation
Indirect Intertextuality: Pastiche: Lip Sync, Pastiche: Reenactment/ Stylistic imitation of Movie
Dialogue/Past Situation, Vocals Only Version of Sound, Parody: Alteration of Lyrics
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Case 18

Part 1 Part 2 Sound

Original Sound from other
user, includes Sweater Weather
- The Neighborhood, sped up
version, switches to remix
version with cut and start of
chorus, Part of Song:
Just us, you find out
Nothing that I wouldn't wanna
tell you about, no
'Cause it's too cold
For you here

The creator is reenacting being 13 years old, sitting on a chair, putting hands into their face in the
first part, and reenacting being 22 years old, dancing on the chair in the second part, no Lip
Syncing.
A transition in which the Creator’s position has changed illustrates a change to the second part of
the video.
There is no direct connection between lyrics and plot, but the sound that switches from an already
sped up version to an even more remixed version is the main indicator for the switch to the second
part.
The overlay text changes with cuts and bars of the song. The lyrics are not reproduced in the
second part of the video. The Text Overlay tells the main plot.

Direct Intertextuality Form: Quotation
Indirect Intertextuality: Pastiche: Reenactment/ Stylistic imitation of Past Situation, Parody: Sped
up and Remixed Version of Sound, Mix of Sounds, Allusion: Hinting that the Cast of Skin is made
up of a lot of Characters
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Case 35

Part 1 Sound

Original Sound from other user, includes Quote by Rue from the
TV Series Euphoria, Season 2, Episode 3, Quote:
She was an observer, that's who she was.
and includes
Dawn Chorus - Thom Yorke, Part of Song: Intro

The creator is directly looking into the camera and then looking away, no Lip Syncing. There are no
Cuts in the video, making the video consist of only one part. The Text Overlay tells a story of past
experiences/situations due to suffering from mental illness. The same text is seen in the whole
video. The incorporated quote has a direct connection to the plot as a narrator commenting on the
Characters role as an ‘observer’.

Direct Intertextuality Form: Quotation
Indirect Intertextuality: Pastiche: Mix of Sounds, Only using Intro of a Song
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