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Abstract

Thisresearch examines the disclosure of psychological distress bygquastdary
studentn an anonymous mobile application called Yik Yak. This application allows users to
communicate anonymously with other local individuals, thus creating small virtual communities.
The University of Manitoba is one such community within the application.gusatine
ethnography and qualitative analysis methods, | examine what the narratives presented by users
of Yik Yak revealabout the mental health concerns of university students and the role that this
virtual community plays for students managing mentaltheconcerns. The findings show that
exam anxiety and academic stress, depression, suicidality and thoughts of death, anxiety, sleep
disturbance, excessive stress, loneliness and social isolation, sadness, and loss of motivation,
were major mental healtoncerns and significant sources of psychological distoestudents
especially during final exam periods. As well, thematic analysis of pultatedthat emotion
sharing on the app fosters social support through individuals exchanging emotional and
information supportHaving their subjective experiences validated by-fikeded individuals
helps buildcommunity idently and a sense of belongingndsslividuals on the app are also
able to disclose repressed selves and counter stigmatizing i&jiefssessing how mental
health disclosure is expressed, perceived and constructed by individuals using this anonymous
medium, it may be possible to develop better interventions to help improve mental health

programming for possecondary students.
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Chapter 1

Introducti on and Background

On October 12, 2015, a promising student at the University of Alberta named Evan Tran
died by suicide, bringing the issue of mental health on Canadian university campuses into focus
once more (University of Alberta 2015; Warnica 2015})lieg in 2011, University Wellness
Services at the University of Alberta found that over half of the 1600 students surveyed reported
feeling overwhel ming anxiety and that Athings
2012). There are no recent gtts on the mental health status of students at the University of
Manitoba(UM); however, data from a 2013 survey of more than 30,000 students from over 30
Canadian institutions found that 53.8 percent
hopelesy 6 3. 9 percent had fAfelt very lonely, 0 anc
di fficult t aanfCallage Haalth Associati@dis)r
According to Statistics Canada (2002), the same proportion of Canadians suffer from
mental illnes as other leading chronic conditions such as heart disease and diabetes. In fact,
young people from the ages of-28 are more likely to suffer from mental disorders such as
major depression, mania, and eating disortteas other stages of the lifecouraad, the onset
of most mental illnesses occurs during this life stage. The rate of suicide is highest among this
age group, which is also when most individuadgiinpostsecondary studies. While universities
across Canada continue to develop programmvittya focus on mental health (Lunau 2012), it
is important to consider the ways in which university students are interpreting and managing
their mental health concerns in order to provide better, targeted interventions for this population.
Despiteongong nationaleffortsto promote mental wellneg&overnment of Canada

2002) many people are not being treated for mental illness. One reason for this is mental illness



stigma; public stigma and sedfigma are major barrigto helpseeking for memat health

concerns (Goffmat963 Link andPhelan 2006)Stigmatizing beliefs about mental

that individuals with mental illnesses are a danger to themselves or others, incompetent,

criminal, and deserving of shame, blame and punishment (Parcesepe and Cabassa 2012).

Thus, people may fééorced to hide their ilinessemstead of seeking help.
Paradoxically, di sclosure of emotional i nform
has been found to alleviate distreGsdene, Derlega, and Mathews 200d@)eonline

environment has beconaepreferred avenue faisclosureandseeking help and

information regarding mental illnessue to the anonymity and relative privacy afforded

by various online social spaces (Townsend, Gearing and Polyanskaya 2014).

When Horgan and Sweeney (2009) souglt e x ami ne young peopl eds
information regarding mental health, they found that 68 percent of their respondents indicated
that they would use the Internet for mental health support and information. In an increasingly
electronicallymediated socig, the Internet has become a major source of information on
general mental health as well as chronic mental disorders (Guada and Venable 2011; Horgan and
Sweeney 2009). While hekeeking on the Internet takes many forms, according to Wikgren
(2001), layhealth consumers prefer to get information from online support communities. Online
support resources enable users to connect, build networks and share information regarding
chronic disorders such as HIV/AIDS, cancer, and eating disorders, and it isheff@sttpoint
of-reference for users attempting to understand emergingteymef illness (Manderson 2011,

1).
BeneiteMontagut (2011) argues that, as the Internet continues to become a part

of our daily lives, the boundaries between online and offaramunication and



interaction are blurred, and the two spaces also trangfacm other (Garcia et al. 20@3). So,
we shape this medium and it, intushapes us. U to its dynamic nature and sociocultural
influence, the Internet and social media hgamered attentioftom anthropologistewingto
their vast potential as fields of study (Boellstorff 2012; Hine 26@Zinets 2010Miller and
Slater2000; Wilson and Peterson 2002
Yik Yak

As Internet and smartphone usage continues to increasd,media applications have
become commonplace modes of entertainment, information and communication. According to a
Pew Research Centre (2013) study, 90 percér@dults who use theternet also use social
media. Instant messaging apps, in particularghmcome extremely popular. In 2014,
approximately 50 billion instant messages were sent per day (Piwek and Joinson 2016). This real
time exchange of text messages, emoticons, voice messages, images, moving images and videos
are so popular that this sergibas also been included in other social media applications
including Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn and Google+. In fact, new social media apps which

employ messaging are released every day.

Yik Yak is one such application. Launched in 2013, the app quiokkyin popularity on
college campuses (Pullen 2015). It is different from other apps because it is geographically
bounded to the area around the useroés | ocatio
campuses and other zones. Thus, specifitneonities have emerged out of this feature, and are
known as fAherdso. The University of Manitoba
herd can post anonymous messages that become available to the rest of the herd. The CEO of

~

Yik Yak describped he app as, fda virtwual bulletin board



within a specific locationo (Yahoo.com 2014).

compared to A[notes] scrawled on a bathroom w

On this virtual buktin board, users have the ability to upvote and downvote posts and
therefore play a role in ranking popular posts and threads. As a result, users participate in
shaping the medium itself. If a post receives a vote cow®, @fis automatically deletefdom
the list of postsSo, users within the herd are able to regulate content with their votes, though
users are restricted to upvoting or downvoting each post only once, allowing for community
policing of the feed. Users can also reply to posts andd ether within threads; however,
users could not, during the study period, communicateamitither anonymous user outsafe

particular thread.

All messages on Yik Yak are limited to 200 characters, rekegithe microblogging
serviceTwitter. Thereare also no user profiles associated with the application so no identifying
information is available. The posts expire with time, usually withti2®ours depending on
their popularity; so, the feed changes throughout the day as some posts exping postaare
added. The posts are not archived or retained in the feed, so the application allows for messaging
tha is also timeimited. Figure Iprovides a screen capture of a typical feed consisting of posts
in the University of Manitoba herd; it is aapshot of the most popular posts of the day with

many more available to be viewed by scrolling



Figure 1 Yik Yak screen capture from University of Manitoba herd taken on iOS based iPhone

"god you're so hot" i whisper to my food
when i take it out of the microwave

This fog. It makes me scared to go for a
walk because its that murder/rape fog you
see in movies.

idk what's worse "we almost dated" or a
break up with no closure

TOMORROWS WEATHER LOOKS ON
POINT! &5 &3 &

After the app became one of the most paptdr the student demographic, it quickly
came under fire due to its anonymity feature which can be used for engaging in cyberbullying
(Pullen 2015). Media coverage painted Yik Yak as a danger to youth, with one headline
announcingn Psychi atYiilstYak Vi ® wMost Dangerous App |

(FoxNews.com 2016).

In 2014, a petition was started to remove and shut down the app, collecting over 75,000
signatures (Pullen 2015). A specific complaint noted in the petition was the use of the app by
high sdool students to post negative comments about fellow students, administrators and
teachers. In response to the growing media scrutiny and the petition, Yik Yak instituted a
geofencing feature in its software which blocks the app from being used in qrinezary,

middle and high schools, using GPS technology (Pullen 2015).



Despite this, | observed that the app was extremely popular with university students at
UM. Due to the aforementioned features, it also appeared to be a rich source of data. While Yik
Yak is not explicitly a mental health forum, | observed that there were, on average, a minimum
of 1-2 posts related to mental health on the application per day in the University of Manitoba

herd. This led to the conceptualization of a project to studythegie environment.

Research Objectives

Drawing ontheories of stigmé&Goffman 1963Link and Phelar2006) seltdisclosure
(Rime 2016, and the social sharing of emoti@Rime 2009) along with the Foucauldian
conceptualizations of confessiand care of the se{fFoucault1978,1988) | suggest that the
Internet and virtual commuinds, as they are now a part of the local, socialcattdral context,
exert a significant influence on shapimnglividual subjectivityand vice versaDue to the
stigmatized and, thus, secretive nature of many topics pertaining to mental illnesspdrisunt
to understand how virtual communities are used in the process of coping with mental health
concerns. Therefore, this project examined the mental health concerns-eéqgmsdary students
at the University of Manitoba througimline ethnographictsidy and qualitative analysis of posts

on Yik Yak The research questiondich framed and guideithis project were:

RQ1. What doonlinenarratives presented by users of Yik Yak tell us about the mental health
concerns of current pesecondary students at tbiaiversity of Manitoba?
RQ2. What role does the virtual communiy Yik Yak play for individuals coping with
emotional distress and mental health concerns?
Definition of Terms
Mental Health

The concept of mental heaighdefined by the Government of Canad@d@) as:



The capacities of each and all of us to feel, think, and act in ways that enhance our ability
to enjoy life and deal with the challenges we face. It is a positive sense of emotional and
spiritual weltbeing that respects the importance of culterguity, social justice,
interconnections, and personal dignity.

The present studyill also draw on the following conceptualization of mental illness and health
from the collaborative initiative of the Canadian Association of College and Universitgrtud
Services (CACUSS) and the Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA) based on the work of
Corey Keyes (2002) which defines health and
with mental illness may flourish and conversely, someone withoutainénéss may languish

withl ess t han oFgaréednal healt ho (

Figure 2. Dual Continuum Model of Mental Health and Mental lliness (Canadian Association of
College & University Student Services and Canadian Mental Health Association 2013)

Optimal mental health
(“flourishing” )

Optimal mental health
with mental illness

Optimal mental health
without mental illness

Serious mental illness No mental illness symptoms

Poor mental health
without mental illness

Poor mental health
with mental illness

Poor mental health
(“languishing”)

MacKean, 2011. Adapted from: The Health Communication Unit at the Dalla Lana School of Public Health at the
University of Toronto and Canadian Mental Health Association, Ontario; based on the conceptual work of Corey Keyes

Following Keyes (2002), mental health typically includes both positive (i.e.,
psychological wellbeing) and negative (i.e., psychological distress, stress and burnout) indicators
(Goyal et al.'s 2014). Commonly, studies seeking to measure these negative indicators, or

distress, use depression questionnaires administered to patients; however, these measures are not

7



context specific (Newton, Thombs, and Groleau 2012). Instead, to avoid isolating distress as a
symptom of depression only, the more general terms of psycbalalistress, psychosocial

distress or mental health are used (Newton, Thombs, and Groleau 2012). This study does not
seek to diagnose individuals or classify symptoms. Rather, it focuses on the indicators of
negative or suboptimal mental health, as ottaer&zed by expressions of emotional or
psychological distress. Textual expressions of psychological distress were used to identify data
which were then thematically analyzed to derive meaning from those expressions. Textual
expressions of psychologicalcdaemotional distress, mood disturbances, diagnosed psychiatric
disorders, information seeking for possible mental iliness, and other questions related to ill
mental health, comprised the data collected for this study and are thus grouped under the

umbrellat er m Ament al health concernso.

Psychological Distress

In a concept analysis based on previous studies of psychological distress, Ridner (2004,
539) defines psychol ogical di stress as Adthe u
an individualin response to a specific stressor or demand that results in harm, either temporary
or per manent ,Thetauwhowdlsb provge®sigssavhich 6an be useyl clinicians to
assess psychological distress, which include: irritability, lonelinessesaddepression, anxiety,
anger, hopelessness, insomnia, helplessness, suicidal gesture, and social withdrawal. Massé et al.
(1998) developed a scdlundedupon ananthropological understanding of signs and idioms of
distress based on a FrerChanadiarsample in Quebeavhich Ridner (2004) used to define the
concept of psychological distress. Said to be high in validity and consistency (Massé et al. 1998;

Mass® 2000; Ri dner 2 0fihds)psychdbgisakd®tiess thfodfyiur0 0 ) s c al



factors:devalorization, irritability/aggressiveness, anxiety/depression, and demotivation (Table

1).

Table 1. Mass®b6s (2000) Four Characteristics

1. 6 Deval or i zdepraciation) whichr refersetd afloss of smihfidence, a feelim of
uselessness, low safteem, and a tendency to isolate oneself (e.g., | lack@ditlence;
| had the impression that no one loved me).

2.0l rritability/ aggressiveness6 tinged
arrogant and evende toward others; | was aggressive about every little thing).

3. 0Anxi ety/ depressiondé mixed with stres
preoccupied and uneasy).

4. 6Demoti vation, 86 which refers t osintaress oc
toward life (e.g., | was less receptive to the ideas and opinions of others; | did not fe
doing anything). (Massé 2000, 418)

Bot h Ridnerds (2004) and Mass®b6s (2000) def
anddata collectiorfor this studywhich will be discussed in more detailChapter 3Following
Ridner (2004) and Mass®0s (1998, 2000) wuse of

distress and emotional distress are used interchangeably.

Online Social Group (OSG)

An online social group, also known as an online forum or message board, involves text
based interactions on a shared interest or subject. Participants of forums compose and post
messages which may include combinagiohtexts, graphics, photographs, and/or hiypks to
other pages. Other users may reply to these posts, whicht, ovene , f or ms an fiasyn
conversai onal Ot hr e a 85). ¥ik YaKfollaws a sniilar for2zn@t Widerein replies

to a post constitute a thread, and the list of postsesoée r r ed t o as t)Ae fAf eed

individual who useand participates in an online social group is knasmiusen. Users of Yik



Yak arealsoknown asyakkersin the context of the app. The terfigsted andiimembeo are

also synonymous withser. Ayakis a textandbr image postd by a yakkeon the application.

Methodology

Based on thenterpretivist paradigm, which frames thgoject a qualitative analysis is
used for developing a greater upedfieelysahandi ng o
ethnography in the online environment, referred to as online ethnography or netnography, was
conducted. Online ethnography is the application of conventional ethnographic methodology to
the online environment (Kozinets 2010). The field&iteonline ethnographies may be message
boards or forums, chat rooms, newsgroups, blogs, social networks, websites and other online
Asitesod. Due to its relatively recent incepti
online ethnographies preagaunique opportunities and challengdsich will be discussed in

Chapter 3

Data was collected over a period of five mortievember 232015 to May &, 2016)
and was analysed using content analysis for R@llthematic analysfer RQ2. Through a
gualtative approach employing virtual ethnography and thematic analysis of threadsyihed
the use of Yik Yak bgtudents. As well, particular attention was also paid to the specific
characteristics and culture of thigtual environment that foster da@jue on stigmatized or
taboo subijects, including mental health, using ethnographic description. Thus, virtual

ethnography was particularly wedlited for the study of interactions found within Yik Yak.

This study contributes to the growing literaturenoabile virtual environments, online
social groups, and mobile mental hedRowell, McCarthy and Eysentia 2003 DeAndreaand

Anthony 2013 Wetterlin et al2014 Townsend, Gearing and Polyansk&gd 4;Clarke,
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Kuosmanen and Bar2015 Black, Mezzina, and Thomps@®16 along with supporting

existing literature on the mental health concerns of university stu@etspbell, Svenson, and
Jarvis1992 Trockel et al. 2000Adlaf et al. 2001Kitzrow 2003 Eisenberg et al. 2007;

Eisenberg et aP009 Zivin et al.2009 Hunt and Eisenberg 201brahim et al. 2013American
College Health Association 2018nd potential areas for improvement in decreasing stigma and

promoting helpseekingfor mental health concerns.

Thesis Outline

Chapter 2 introduces the theoretical framework for this study which is built on the
concepts of stigma, writing the emotional or distressed self, andiselbsure. | first explore
theories of stigma, selébeling and selstigma. This is followed by examining theories
regarding the social sharing of emotiand confession and care of the self. Online self
disclosure, anonymity, and disinhibition are presented next to help provide an understanding of
why peope share and disclose stigmatized information online. This chapter also presents a
review of the literature on the mental health concerns of university students, online social groups
for mental health, and online ethnographies.

In Chapter 3, | discuss thliesearch paradigm for this study along with its methodology
and design. The process of datdlectionandethnographic observation are presented, along
with the content and thematic analysis procedures. | also discuss issues of validation for
gualitativestudies and ethical consideratsdar conducting studies in the online environment,
especially for sensitive subjects like mental health.

Chapter 4 provides a detailed overview of Yik Yak, its geography and features which are
relevant to this study. Ethgoaphic description of this fieldsite is provided to help contextualize

the findings of this study. | describe the layout of the application and the population of the herd.
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As well, relevant characteristics of the app and the changes introduced in tbatiapp!
and their impact on users, are atemsidered

Chapter 5 presents the findings and discussion of this study which are divided by
responses to the research questiéirst, | discuss the findings for RQ1 and the major
mental health concerns fadithrough content analysis of posts. Then, | examine the
thematic findings for RQ2 regarding the role of the virtual community for individuals
coping with mental health concerns.
In Chapter 6, | summarize the project and findings in view of the resegesttioés and
discuss the limitations of the study. | conclude the thesis by providing policy

recommendations and directions for future research.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review

This chapter presents an overview of the theoretical concepts and studiesndaoiird
this research. In order to understand why individuals use anonymous social media platforms for
expressing distress, | will first examine theories regarding st{@oéman 1963, Link and
Phelan 2006and the associated concepts of-taeling(Karp 1992;Hayne 2003Moses2009)
and selfstigma(Chaudoir and Fisher, 201Gorrigan and Rao 2012awlor, Aideen and
Kirakowski 2014, as they relate to mtal health This is followed by an exploration of the
Foucauldian theories of care of the self and confegsioncault 1978, 1988yhich provide a
culturathistorical perspectiveonselfr i t i ng, i1 dentity and communi't
theory of t hoef fiesnooctiiadn 6s hparrawigdes an und-er stanc
sharing for both the individual and for society. Online communication has been referred to as
being Ahyperpersonal 6 due to the unique chara
sef-disclosure (Walther 1996). An examination of skclosure and the online disinhibition
effect help to explain this phenomenon of emoesbaring in the online environment for
stigmatized identities. Finally, | will conclude with a review of recergaesh on the mental
health concerns of university students, mental health support online, and relevant online

ethnographic studies.

Theoretical Framework

Stigma
Stigma, derived from the Greek wastigmata i s def i ned as fAa marKk
associatedwit a particular circumstance, quality, or

13



illness stigma is a significant issue in Canada. A 2008 Ipsos Reid poll of 2204 Canadians found
that almost half (46%) said they believed that mental illness is an ewcuse behaviour, more

than half (55%) would not marry someone who is mentally ill, and a majority would not see a
family doctor (61%) or hire a lawyer (58%) with a mental iliness (Spurgeon 2008). Stigma is

also a significant barrier to seeking treatnfenimental illness. Stigma has been studied
extensively in the social sciences and provides a starting point for understanding the motivations

for online helpseeking behaviour.

Theories of stigma

Sci ol ogi st Erlea3nhgoryGicsdcial stmmm defines(stigma as an
attribute or trait which socially discredits an individual in the eyes of society. Thus, stigmatized
people who are disfavoured by society are no

term Aspoi |l ed cdedcribeastigmatized individualtwhoseyentiretidentity is

brought into question, reducing and tainting
perceived discrepancy between an individual o
attributese x pect ed by society) and Aactual soci al
possessegizoffman1963.

The stigmatized individual s perceived in

identity is also dependent on a number of other factink and Phelan (2006) expardigpon

Goff manés t heor y stgmaizatowas a grqressishdped byesocial, political, and
economic power, resulting in structural discrimination, social limitations, and status loss. In their
conceptualizationfive related components combine to produce stigma. In the first component,
people distinguish and label human differences. Second, cultural beliefs link the labelled person

to negative stereotypes. Third, labelled persons are categorized so as ta sepat@tion from

14
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Ausodo and Athemd (the stigmatized group). I n t
status loss and discrimination resulting in unequal outcomes. Finally, Link and Phelan (2006)
assert that stigma is entirely dependent on tleectse of social, cultural, political and economic
power.
Importantly, they also state that labelling may have both positive and negative
consequences (Link and Phelan 2006, 2013). While the labelling theory of mental illnesses, as
originally put forth byScheff (1966), strongly emphasized the negative consequences of
labelling, including reifying mental illness, later research (Rosenfield 1997) has shown that
labelling also has benefits suchraseipt of treatment, drug therapies and associated services
(Link and Phelan 2013). Thus, Link and Phelan (2013, 575) conclude that the negative and

positive effects of | abelling exist as a fApac

Seltlabeling

While it is wellestablished that fear of being lalleel and stigmatized are barriers to
seekng treatment (Corrigan and Rao 2012; Lawlor and Kirakowski 2014), it is also important to
examinehow individuals perceive and interpret their conditions and/or diaghobester
understandhow perceptions of labelling and stigrnmapactidentity and welbeing Moses
(2009) used a mixerhethods approach to understand the extent to whidesmmts use
psychiatric terms to describe their problems {&dtling), and the relationship between self
labeling and indicators of psychological we#ing, such as seéfsteem, mastery, depression and
self-stigma.He found that most of the adolesceiiaged 121.8) used noipathological terms to
define their problems, and those who dalfeled scored higher for seifigma and depression,

adding support to the hypothesis that-$atieling results in poor psychological wbking.
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However, a phenomelamgical study by Hayne (2003) into the Weorlds of persons

diagnosed with mental illness found that the participants experienced both negative and positive

emotions with regard to being | abel ed. I n par
visible the invisibleo as it made their illne
2003, 725). As well, diagnosis also provided

helping them to reinterpret their selfhood and make illness mamageable. Similarly, Karp
(1992), inhis ethnographic study of a séielp group for depression disorders, discovered that
most individuals in the group were thankful for being able to name their experiences. As the
aut hor notes, fetshse rceradattiyomnwacsféaan iirlsltn and cr i
sense of things, 0 because, through diagnosi s,
is tangible, and can be treated (Karp 1992, 149). Other members of the group avoided certain
words such as fAmental o to describe their cond
illnesses instead because of the stigmatization of psychiatric diagnoses (Karp 1992, 151).

So, psychiatric labels and descriptors for psychological distresshEnefits, such as
explanatory power, affirmation and access to treatment; however, they can also stigmatize and,
thus, worsen the psychological wbking of an individual due to imbalances in the exercise of

social, political and economic power regudtfrom stigma (Link and Phalen 2006).

Selfstigma

When stigma is internalized, it results in reducedestéem, empowerment, hope and
quality of life (Corrigan and Rao 2012). The internalization of stigma is known astigtig
which is defined aé t h eleggimization of perceived public stigma to the extent that a person
not only believes negative attitudes and stereotypes to be true, but that they actually apply to

t hemdo (Lawlor, Ai deen a-stigmaiminishéssekfickcyand 0 1 4 , 15
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sefest eem resulting in the fiwhy tryo effect whi
worthy of opportunities and thus hindering achievement of life goals (Corrigan and Rao 2012).
Corrigan and Rao (2012) argue that the first step inteoing selstigma is being open about
oneds condition. However, because public stig
disclosing mental illness, selective disclosure with trusted peers and groups may be an alternative
to broadcastiemg oneds experienc

People who suspect that they have a mental illnesfiohave beediagnosed with a
mentalillnessar e sai d to bear a fAconceal able stigmat.
Stigma acts as a barrier to individuals disclosing their conditioausecdisclosing the socially
deval ued information of oneds stigmatized 1ide
(Chaudoir and Fisher, 2010). However, the literature ordéstfosure (Hayne 2003; Rime
2009; Corrigan and Rao 2012; Liu et al. @0Rime 2016) shows that disclosure can provide
many benefits for an i paddpersodalireldtignshipss Bhusse of se
disclosure of stigmatized identity can be both beneficial and harmful. It is suggested that the
reaction of the cdidant to whom the individual discloses will determine whether disclosure is
beneficial or not (Chaudoir and Fisher 2010). When reactions are neutral or negative, disclosure
is not beneficial (Rodriguez & Kelly, 2006). Therefore, it is possible that thieyamty afforded
by some online soci al groups helps alleviate
making online seltisclosure of stigmatized identity an attractive option for some.

Online social groupfOSGs)for mental health have been cgfed as being an important
catalyst in seeking formal help (Powell, McCarthy and Eysenbach 2003). McKenna and Bargh
(1998) found that participation in OSGs for stigmatised identity helped to increase affiliation

with the stigmatized group, increaksself-acceptance, decreased feelings of isolation, and
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increased the probability of disclosing oneos
understand why individuals may want to disclose online, | will now provide an overview of
theories regardingneotional sefexpression and written disclosure, as well as how emotional

selfdisclosure is fostered in the online environment.

Writing the Emotional or Distressed Self

Parr (2008, 160) suggests that online social spaces for mental health are betigedon
of as Aintense spaces for transitional selves
geographies of communality for some. 0 These Vv
individuals to feel a sense of belonging by having their emotions and subjeental
experiences validated by other, often ikended individuals. Parr (2008) also states that
individuals feel |l i ke they are insiders of th
w o r Jwhede some users feel excluded. This is beeaomputemediated communication
(CMC) can provide some anonymity in comparison to-faeace communication (F2F); this
Aall ows a person to discuss fears, ask factua
i solation, 0 whitlherfi[cloglepiwndg]h esdah ed probl emso
al. 2002). It is suggested that online social spaces may be even richer and more intimate than
offline social worlds as asynchronous communication allows participants to take the time to
carefully consider how they want to represent themselves and what aspects they will choose to
highlight (Walther 1996; Suler 2004; Parr 2008). Thus, according to Parr (2008etbipline

textual medium s particul arly usefulelffod d&mwd iitd nag prhe

resource for the study of mental health.
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Foucaultds Care of the Self

Textual communication as found in online communities can be particularly beneficial as
writing down thoughts, feelingand experiences has been shown to be emelty cathartic and
empowering BoniekNissim and Barak 2013%uler 201Q. In considering the exercise of writing
about the self, Michel Foucault (1978) argues, based on the philosophies of self and identity
from Greek and Roman cultures, that writing $le¢f is important in the culture of the care of the
self. In his writings on power and subjectivity, Foucault (1988) proposed that the art of living
involves practicing care of the self which can help maintain a stable sense of self crucial for
individual freedom, positive relationships, and ethical participation in politics. Care and
cultivation of the self constitutes practical activities and continuous introspection and awareness
of oneds external surroundi ng gestedBreditdtienrasd ( 2011

seffwr i ti ng as practices that can help external.

Amomentarily outside of oneds relationship wi
self through writing in virtual spaces speéak¢ Foucaul t 6s (1988, ,18) nAt
which allow the individual to Atransform them
happiness, purity, wisdom. 0

F o u ¢ a(1088)piposed techniques of the self, such as meditation and journal
writing, then, have therapeutic potential to help an individual construct and negotiate their
identity while also being helpful in times of stress and trauma (Batters 2011). Randall and
Monroe (2010) add that care of the self in Hellenistic culture was not omhgliardual activity
but also a communal exercise requiring supportive relationships with family, freerdipeers

adding that:
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[The] help of an advisor could provide valuable support in this relationship, but such
support and advice was not understaschaving any scientific authority in the sense that
we would understand it today. In contrast, this advice was taken as the informed opinion
of an equal or a friend, rather than the prescription of an expert authority. (Randall and
Monroe 2010, 1496)

Thus F o (XO&u1ba88)desms relate to the current study as online textual mediums are

being used to not only write and construct the, beif also to seek out and interact with peers.

Foucault and confession

In his genealogical studies of power and knowledgeuyotion, Foucault (1978) explains
that, with the rise of Christianity, care of the self became less about writingeféettion, and
selfmastery, and instead became a rite requiring people to acknowledge faults and temptations
in order to produce trbtabout the self. In this way, acts of confession under the authority of

priests shaped discourses on sexuality. Foucault (1978, 59) makes the cltaim that

The confession became one of the Westds mo
truth. We have sice become a singularly confessing society. The confession has spread

its effects far and wide. It plays a part in justice, medicine, education, family

relationships, and love relations, in the most ordinary affairs of everyday life, and in the

mostsolemm i t es; one confesses oneds crimes, on
oneds illnesses and troubles; one goes abo
is most difficult to tell. One conbfsesses i
educators, oneds doctor, to those one | ove
things it would be impossible to tell to anyone else, the things people write books about.

It can be argued that salfsclosure of personal, sensitive infation in the online environment

is a form ofconfessiorof which Foucault writesKantrowitzGordon (2013, 876xplains how

Athe advent of soci al medi aéhas contributed t

where a confession is available tpaentially enormous audience and the authority figure has

been removed as the sole |istener. ¢Gotdeni ng Fou
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(2013) examined Internet confessions for gaettum depression and found that women used
confessionary anguage (such as fadmi twhile inifialyoesiftigs s, 0 A
confessing their depression, but that their despair compelled them to disclose their experience.
This author reasons that, 0Oncedtmwedsiressedned, t h
thoughts into a reality that could be shared with family, peers, or health professionals
(KantrowitzGor don 2013, 876). Mor eover, the mother
overcome the stigma and shame of not meeting the idetlhhad A good mot her o di s
KantrowitzGordon (2013) concludes that writing about the pressures of motherhood and

depression on the Internet may allow for emotional release and the online environment can

provide safe social support for mothers with geesttum depression.

Confession is also a prominent theme on some social media sites and apps (Birnholtz,
Merola and Paul 2015). Yik Yak is not the only anonymous social sharing applicdtiers
like Secret and Whispgarealso rising in popularity, atgg with first generation social
networking sites. In fact, a trend has also emerged on Facebook for anonymous information
sharing on public confessionals which are targeted at a specific offine community, often a
university or high school. These pagesa®®e mmonl y known as, and title
A moderator (usually the creator of the page) accepts anonymous questions, opinions, and
messages via a thigharty survey website and posts them to the comiypaige for others to
respondA study condcted by Birnholtz, Merola and Paul (2015) looked at 90 universities and
colleges which had Facebook confession boards. They analyzed a sample of 2803 postings from
some of these confession boards and found that taboo topics were found in most of the posts
with sex being the most frequently occurring theme (30.3% of posts) and mental health featuring

in 5 percent of the posts. These authors concluded that the confession boards were largely useful
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for anonymous students productively engaging with localrsthed asking about stigmatized

and taboo topics, with minimal cyberbullying or negativity.

The University of Manitoba has had twopularFacebook confession boarti®ugh
they are now inactive, and their decline in activity coincides with the growimglgraty of Yik
Yak on the University of Manitoba campuses. It is possible that an entirely anonymous and
mobile application is perceived by users as being more attractive for the purposes of exchanging
information, inquiring about taboo subjects, andeimotional expression and confession. So, the
guestion arises: what are the potential benefits and disadvantages of emotional expression

through this medium?

Social sharing of emotion

According to Rimeds (2009) c onuseoplanguage t he
in writing the self and expressing emotion can aid in cognitive articulatioich helps to
capture, label, and organize a diffuse emotional experience. When confronted with an ambiguous
emotional episode, individuals may also look foomnfiation from their environment for the
purposes of social comparison. Rime (2009, 2016) argues that emotion sharing following an
emotional episode or event has many functions, including: venting, gaining social attention and
interest from targets, arougiempathy, stimulating bonding, and strengthening social ties.
Along with these, the expectation from sharing a negative emotional experience with targets
include: help and support, comfort and consolation, legitimization and validation, and advice and
solutions.

Indeed, a study by Preece (1998) on an online medical support group found that empathy
was a major theme in the participantsd discus

support anebther members respondby providing caring messages oipport and mutual
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understanding. Rime (2009) states that the social sharing of emotion can also help in the
production of meaning and narrative construction to help make sense of exceptional
circumstances and emoti onal raestdsmas mrticipdhts al&oc e 0 s
posted messages containing stories or personal accounts, which provided information that can be
useful to others, and invited empathy. Another study, by Rodgers and Chen (2005), on an online
discussion board for women witindast cancer, found similar resuligh a number of

psychosocial benefiténcluding receiving and giving information and support, improved mood,
decreased psychological distress, increased ability to cope with disease, and strategies to manage
stress. Tis study also found a positive correlation between the amount of participation on the
forum and psychosocial webeing over time (Rodgers and Chen 2005).

On the whole, the social sharing of emotion across a community results in a beneficial
collective pocess which contributes to the construction and dissemination of social knowledge.
Thus, Rime (2009) concludes that the social sharing of emotion is not solely for the purposes of
individual adaptation but also for other members of a community. Thisytpeunts toboth the
benefits of sharing emotion on a social media platform for the individual, as well as the benefits
for other members of the community. While Rim
meant for F2F communication, the basic princigiethe social sharing of emotion can be found
in studies of online interaction (Preece 1998, Rodgers and Chen 2005). In order to better
understand what drives individuals to disclose stigmatized information online and use the

medium for emotional expressi, it is important to examine sealfsclosure online more closely.

SelfDisclosure

The social sharing of emotion is directly related to-deif s c | osur e whi ch i s

interaction between at least two individuals where one intends to delibeliatdlye something
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to anothero (Greene, Derl ega, and Mat hews 200
self-disclosure as verbal communication (Chaudoir and Fisher, 2010), Rime (2016) states that
selt-disclosure does not need to be verbal butitl@so takes place in written and, particularly,

in web communication. Important functions of séi$closure include: obtaining social
validation from others, receiving feedback ab

help with problems ifife (Greene, Derlega, and Mathews 2006).

Self-disclosure is necessariy interactive rather thandividual phenomenon. Farber
(2003) states that the benefits of sdificlosure may also include gaining greater insight into
oneself, achievingamorechesi ve sense of self, expanding o
authenticity, and the alleviation of physiological and/or psychological pressure from emotional
experiences. It is unear whether this remains true of onlsef-disclosure, however Rime
(2016, 68) suggests that the fianonymity and a
communication might favor the disclosure of negative or taboo aspects of one's person with no
negative counterpart.o I n fact, thatpeopear ed t o F
disclose more personal information and are better able to represent their true selves and have it
be accepted by others in online environments (Rime 2016). Suler (2004) defines this willingness
to disclose more personal information onlinetbahf | i ne as At he online di

which helps facilitate selflisclosure.
Disinhibition
It has been observed by laypersons and clinicians alike that individuals online tend to
Al oosen up, feel |l ess restrlayme(dSulaenrd 2XQp4,e s3I~
(2004) describes disinhibition characterized by sharing of personal information, emotions,

feelingsand unusual expressions of kindness, hel pf
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di sinhibitiono, whi cohxitchediasuitnhhoirb ictoinotnroa.s tTsh ewil
behaviours such as using abusive language, harsh criticism, hatred, and threats against others that
one would not normally act out in the real world; this behaviour will be discussed in more detail
later.According to Suler (2004), disinhibition online results from a number of factors including
the alteration of selboundaries due to the lack of facial cues in online text communication, and
because individuals may feel that theaginarycharacters they creabaline( ifdi ssoci ati ve
i magi nadlocated in p separate space free of norms and rules governing daily life. Also,
philosophically, the Internet has been traditionally perceived by most as a place for sharing ideas
with peers without traditional authty figures; this promotes a willingness to disclose and
misbehave (Suler 2004).

Invisibility also amplifies the disinhibition affect (Suler 2004). People online may feel
disinhibited because they do not have to be concerned about their appearanbeyrsmwrid,
their body language or the body language and facial cues of others who may respond to them.
This physical ambiguity allows individuals to express themselves more freely without fear of
judgement from others, which would be perceived from theiphlreactions of others.
Importantly, Suler (2004) adds that the minimization of status and authority due to the lack of
relevant cues such as dress, body language, and social environment, also contributes to
disinhibition. Anonymous online communication t hen, i n some respects,
fieldo, |l eading to the perception of others o
harkens back to the aforementioned Foucauldian ideas of the care of the self with the support of
community memberand peers of equal authority. Thus, invisibility, dissociative imagination,

and minimization of authority all contribute to disinhibiti®uler 2004) However, the
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anonymity and asynchronicity available in many online spaces are, arguably, the mbeastgni

factors contributing to disinhibition.

Anonymity

A major feature of OSGs is anonymity or pseudonymity. Because many shades of
anonymity are possible online, the complexities of online anonymity are often referred to as an
Aanonymity @ denNagehandifnth 20(05). ome websites such as the controversial
message board 4chan do not have a registration system so most users are designated the name
AAnonymouso which wultimately | ed to the birth
(Hestonand Birnholtz 2016). Other websites allow users to designate a username or handle, and
conventions of use vary widely. However, complete anonymity is often not possible as
gatekeepersuch asrternet service providers and lpggist to track and recoidentifying
information (Joinson and Paine 2012).

Members of online communities often have the choice to remain anonymous and
primarily interact with strangers. Thus, even if identifying or biographical information is
disclosed, it is unlikely that one limeet fellow OSG members in the offline world. This allows
for a greater sense of privacy, safety, and protection, while promoting disclosure due to reduced
levels of risk (Attrill and Fullwood 2016). A study by Fullwood and Wootton (2009) found that
anaymous members of an epilepsy support forum spent more time discussing sensitive and
emotional experiences than members who identified themselves. Fullwood (2016) suggests that
this may be due tpa eswerrt @ad miomg di tl leéacesabeh fwh i ¢ h i
discussing personal information fateface. Furthermore, communication with strangers online
may be perceived as being more honest and objective than communication with friends and

family members due t o t he r$oaatrelationghip (Felwood i on al

26



2016). Anonymity also has other positive effects. It allows the discussion to focus on the subject
rather than the author. People also feel safer in expressing opinions that may otherwise be
deemed politically incorrect, so @amymous online conversations tend to be more div&sey(

2016; Scott 2004

The downsides of anonymity and disinhibitioBespite its advantages, there is much
debae on the Internet regardirggnonymity on social networking platforms. Facebook, for
examp e, requires real names, or fAauthentic ider
submit legal identification if their account iadged for being fakdi(Co mmuni ty St andar
206 ). Facebook claims that tkensiconmeaoversial
many media critics, activists, and journalists disagie€E© mmuni t y Stvamdérar ds o 2
Nagel and Frith 2013; York 2014). Facebook may be in the right as anonymity can increase the
Il i kel i hood t o engag e lirefersiofcomamentsihgt@re acknhomions, ng g e
antisocial, hostile in nature, and usually contain profanity and personal attacks. Haielies,
haveshown that flaming has less to do with anonymity and more to do with individual attributes

(Aiken and Waler 2000; Douglas and Ma@y 2001)

Another type of online behaviour that is fostered by anonymity is trolling. Trolling is
somewhat differerfrom flaming in that it is broader and can include online actions for the
purposes of entertainment, humourtmistion, disruptionand frustration (van der Nagel and
Frith, Binns 2012). Trolling behaviour is meant to incite a reaction in the reader. Trolls are
defined as people who may want to be part of the group but intend to cause disruption and
negatively aféct the group or forum for their own amusement (Binns 2012). Trolling has also
been known to cause significant legal problems for some websites and personal attacks against
individual content creators (Binns 2012).
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Both flaming and trolling are explainddy Sul er 6s (2004) idea of
which the author defines as Arude | anguage, h
Rei cher, Spears and Postmesods (1995) Soci al I
also helps to explaindling behaviour. It contends that anonymous members with salient ties to
the group will experience a heightened sense of social identity, relying onlggsag
discriminators, stereotypesnd norms. This means that anonymous members of the group are
more likely to protect group identity by disparaging those who disagree with their beliefs. SIDE
theory also suggests that the ratio of anonymous to identifiable individuals in an online
community will strongly i nfl ueity.énea mxes group,r s6 c h
anonymous members will likely use the group to meet their own needs (ask for help or
information) and are less likely to support others, which may have implications for group

cohesion (Attrill and Fullwood 2016).

Beyond anonymityWhile Suler (2004) and Rim@009)point to thecauses of
disinhibition, Joinson and Paine (2012) argue tthae, to the growing spectre oftérnet
surveillance and online privacy risk, a reliance on anonymity to explain the phenomenon of
disinhibition onine is not enough. Joinson and Paine (2012) instead propose that trust, costs and
benefits, and control help to explain the motivations and psychological processes that underpin
the disinhibition effect. They suggest that privacy online is an illusioorts as personal,
biographicaland location informatin is stored with gatekeeperat@rnet providers, registration
processes, caches and logs), and privacy may also be eroded due to data mining, digital
footprints and cookies. Thus, accesstobedisithi t ed i n an online enviroc
by adopting pseudonymity through the use of aliases, nicknames and avatars and leaving private

information with gatekeepers (Joinson and Paine 2012).
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Secondly, disinhibition online carries risks which maycbstly in real life. For example,
participation in online activity deemed inappropriate by real world social norms, such as using
offensive language online or accessing pornography, may cause shame, embarrasdment
significant detriment in real life (dwson and Paine 2012). As well, sdléclosure of socially
inappropriate and/or stigmatized behawior experiences may also be cause for harm, shame or
embarrassment in real life. The cost of such activities and behaviours is, therefore, reduced or
ofsé by the I nternet as Adisclosing secrets 1is
and, due to the asynchronous nature of much online interaction, the discloser has an increased
sense of control over the information they choose to discloses(ioR007, 89 ). So, these

features of the online environment make it an ideal space for fosterirgjs#tfsure.

Asynchronicity

Yik Yak is an asynchronous social network. During synchronous communication,
individuals are present and communicate wittheather at the same time; their communication
is synchronized, as it is during telephone conversations, a F2F meeting, a webcam chat, and
instant messaging (Derks et al. 2008). With asynchronous communication, all parties involved
do not need to bergsen at the same time.xamples include blogs, message boards, and text
messaging. This means that on Yik Yak people do not interact with each other in real time as
respondents can take seconds, minutes, hours, days, even weeks in some cases, to respond to
others' posts. Suler (2004) posits that disinhibition in this case is a result of not having to cope

with immediate reactions.

Fullwood (2016) states that asynchronous OSGs also propagate befpeesetitation
because the individual has time to consttiercontent of a message before posting it. In this
way, CMC greatly differs from F2F communication as people can take time to view and respond
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to a post when they choose, and only if they are willing and able to do so. For some, this means
thatthefear® ot her s 0 disclosute is signisicarttlyoredsced (Fullwood 2016). As
well, in contrast to F2F communication, an individual can choose not to respond at all for any

number of reasons, including if a response is too personal, abusive, logi&tional. Thus,

in terms of posting a personal or emotional
safe putting it o6out thered where it can be
Summary

The present study is built on a theoretical framework combining #gon stigma,
emotional expressigrnd seldisclosure. The stigma of mental illness, as originally
conceptualized by Goffman (1963nd laterlaboratedy Link and Phelan (2006), creates a
significant barrier for individuals seeking support and infdromaabout the
psychological/emotional stateokever, disclosure of emotional information helps alleviate
psychological distress associated with a stigmatized identity. Written disclosure is said to have
therapeutic benefits and the Foucauldian idegaetare of the self, selfriting and confession
help provide a culturahistorical foundation of emoti@l expression and disclosure. Together,
these theories offer an understanding of the psychosocial behaviour and sociocultural processes
underlying theuse of an anonymous social application for sharing negative emotions, disclosing
psychological distress, and seeking information about mental health. | will now provide an
overview of recent literature on the mental health of university students, meadthldnline

and the use of thaternet for mental health hefeeking and sharing by university students.
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Review of the Literature

A literature search was conducted on the University of Manitoba Libraries database and
Google Scholar. Searchtermsirtle d vari ous combinations of the
heal tho, fAment al il 1l nesso, fAonlinedo, Alnterne
Aapplicationo, fethnographyo, Astudentso, and
literature exists on the mental health of university students and online mental health forums,
however, there are very few qualitative studies on the use of online mental health forums by
university students (Robinson 2010, Deféshen and Barak 2013, Delahunty 20Horgan et
al. 2013), and no ethnographic studies exist on this specific topic or field. However, much can be
gleaned from existing literature on online mental health forums and general online forum

ethnographies which guide the present study.

Mental Halth Concerns of University Students

A review by Kitzrow (2003) states that the mental health needs of university students
have shifted, resulting in increased use of university counselling centers for severe psychological
problems. These problems influenearious aspects of campus life on the individual level, such
as academic performance and interpersonal functioningalaadt the institutional level as
budget considerations and staffing must take mental health needs into Kazuoiv 2003).

While students seem to be seeking help for psychological distress at higher numbers, there
remains a high prevalence of untreated mental disorders in student populations (Hunt and
Eisenberg 2010).

A report published by the Canadian Association of Collegemiersity Services

(CACUSS) summarized the results of #@8American College Health Associatidtational

College Health Assessment (ACHMCHA) survey of morghan 30,000 students from over 30
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Canadian institutionfAmerican College Health Associati@®13) The CACUSS report
indicated that angty (12.3%), depression (10%@nd panic attacks (5.8%), were most prevalent
in this sample (American College Health Association 2013). Students were also asked about
suicidal ideation and results showed thatgeEcent of students had considered suicide anytime
within the last 12 miaths before the survey, and 1.3 perdead attempted suicide within this
time. Furthermore, acts of satfjury (intentionally cutting, burning, bruising, or otherwise
injuring onesH) were reported in 6.6 percent of individuals in the last 12 months. Over 68
percent of students had féitery sad within the last 12 months and, as mentioned earlier, 37.5
percent has felt fAso depressed rindfofalbstidedts f f i cu
surveyed had felt overwhelming anxiety (56.5%). A majority of students also reported feelings
of hopelessness (53.8%) and exhaustion (nor from physical activity) (86.9%), and feeling
overwhelmed (89.3%) and very lonely (63.9%), amgiwithin the last 12 months (American
College Health Association 2013). Due to their prevalence and repaggeness of the sample,
it wasexpected that many of these feelings will also be reported by users of Yik Yak.

Depression disorders are partaly prevalent in university populations. A systematic
review of studies published between 1990 and 2010 on depression prevalence in university
students concluded that Mnexperience rates of
inthegenergp opul ati ono (Il brahim et al. 2013, 391).
prevalence of depression and related psychological dis&disstature review on the mental
health problems of college students reported that male students are atibigfogrsuicide
while major depression and anxiety disorders are more prevalent among female students (Hunt

and Eisenberg 2010).
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Depression, anxiefyand stress are also reported to have a significant impact on academic
performancegTrockel et al. 2000Kitzrow 2003; Eisenberg et al 2009 study by Trockel et al.
(2000) examined the effect of exercise, eating, spiritual/religious habits, employment, and sleep
habits on academic performance. They found that irregular sleep habits had the greatest effect
the variance in grade point averages (GPA) of first year students. Specifically, later wake up
times on weekdays and weekends were associated with decreases in GPA; each hour of delay in
wakeup time was associated with a decrease of 0.132 and 0.1Ap@HRs (on a 4.0 point
scale) for weelday and weekend wake times, respectively.

Another study by Adlaf et al. (2001) measured levels of psychological distress in a
national probability sample of 7,800 students from 16 Canadian universities ugtiggian 1

General Health Questionnaire for mental health. Results showed that students most frequently

N

reported feeling Aconstantly under straino,
This study concluded that not only are levels of distresated among the college student
population, but they are significantly higher when compared to the general population (Adlaf et
al. 2001).Campbell, Svenson, and Jarvis (192230 conducted a study ¢ime perceived levels
of stress in a sample of 45Adergradute students in Edmonton, Canadtdents reported
experiencing too much stressile lack of time and selfliscipline were cited as factors
preventing students in the sample from reducing their stress.

Mental health problems have also been tbtmfrequently cabccur and persist ovene
long-term. In a study by Zivi et al. (2009), welbased surveys were administered to students at
a university to collect longitudinal data to measure symptoms of mental disorders and conditions
such as anxietylepression, eating disorders, gaffiry, and suicidal ideation. This study found

that onethird of the student population had a mental health problem. This study also found that
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60 percent of students who indicated they had a mental health problesrbisstline survey
also had a mental health problem two years later, as indicated in the-tiplsurvey.

Despite thisvidespreagrevalence of mental illness, most people do not receive
adequate mental health cakatzrow 2003) Selfstigma is a majoractor contributing t@ lack
of help seeking among adolescents and addlisrigan and Rao 20)2A study by Eisenberg et
al. (2009) on the levels of perceived public stigma and personal stigma surveyed 5,555 college
students from 13 universities in th&@nd found that personal stigma is a more prominent
barrier to help seeking than perceived public stigma. The autbnctude by recommending
that internetbased approaches to reduce personal stigma may be promising, based on the
findings of a study by @ K e a r n.€2006)evhichgrbvides evidence for the efficacy of an

online cognitivebehavioural therapy program for reducing stigma in adolescent men.

Eisenberg et al. (2007) also found that kegking was more infrequent in students of
lower socioeonomic backgrounds and in international students. The University of Manitoba has
a population of approximately 30,000 students and 13 percent, or nearly 3900, are international
student{ A About the University of Mantodgrowevwey 2016) .
year, and, according to Eisenberg et al. (2007), shoulddrgetof campus mental health

programming.

Online Mental Health Support

A recent study by Wetterlin et al. (2014) surveyed youths aged 17 to 24 on their
preferences for webased mental health resources. Tellingly, the study fouat) ¢ the 521
participants, 61 perceirdicated they had used the Internet in order to clarify the feelings they
were experiencingAnd, 82.9 percennhdicated that they werssomewhat likelg or fivery
likelyoto visit a health information website for hedpeking for mental health if they were going
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througha difficult time. However, 56.6 perceot respondents wer@inlikelyo to use discussion

boards, support groupsr chat rooms. Despite thigh overwhelming majority indicated that

human contact in the form of peer support was an important preferred feature of mental health
websites. The authors suggest that these find
human interaction as gasf an online community without interfering with daily life or

compromi sing privacyo (Wetterlin 2014:5).

In assessinwhyindividuals choose Internet support over formal mental health services,
Townsend, Gearingnd Polyanskaya (2014) used data colkkétemn 2,532 U.S. participants,
through the 2008 National Survey on Drug Use and Health, to examine relationships among
treatment beliefs, time, affordability, stignand use of Internet support groups. The results
showed that fear of being hospitalized taking medicatiorand inadequate insurance coverage
were significant predictors of Internet support group use. Furthermore, the authors assert that
cost of traditional mental health services and lack of insurance coverage supports the existing
literature on barriers to treatment. For the student population in this study, lack of finances and
access may also be barriers to receiving traditional mental health services and a motivation for
seeking out information through social media, because stress ulutgoto fees and financial

hardships may also be a contributing factor to overall emotional distress.

A study on the adult use of online peer support was conducted using a total representative
sample of 264,431 neimstitutionalized adults in the U.Sofn 20042010 (DeAndrea and
Anthony 2013). Importantly, results indicated that those individuals suffering from depression
and/or serious psychological distress were -@gpresented among online peer support-help
seekers suggesting that those most dedfdgtad by mental health issues may accesknen
support. Another study on the mental health status of users of Internet depression communities
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found that major depression was highly prevalent among the respondents of a cross
sectional survey (Powell, NGarthy, and Eysenbach 2003). Furthermore, this study also
found that 49 percent of the users with major depression were not receiving treatment.
Thus, the authors recommend that users of Internet depression communities should be
targeted for interventioA more recent systematic review by Clarke, Kuosmaaed

Barry (2015) on the effectiveness of online mental health interventions for youth aged
12-25 found that, in implementing these interventions, participant support, eithé¢oface
face or on the welis an important factor in program completion and outcomes. While
the review suffers due to a lack of high quality, rigorous studies, this finding is a

promising indicator of the efficacy of peer support.

Mental health forums for pe¢o-peer support havecently become a rich ground for
gualitati ve nama |lcysdrfemums Guit exosind the promotion and
glorification of anorexic and other eathagsordered behavioudshave been studied thoroughly
by mental health professionals. Identity fotroa on the basis of medical diagnoses is an
important aspect of prana communities. These communities often position themselves against
the mainstream biomedical healthcare model and health professionals as aadtureeof
sorts which, it has beemgued, can be a source of social support (Giles and Newbold 2011). A
study by Giles and Newbold (2011) looked at the communication regarding diagnoses in general
mental health communities online. They found that shezedgnition of experience is an
important factor that attracted users to the communities they studied. In contrasat@pro
forums, these communities frequently saw users recommending professional help and a
reverence for professional expertise. Thus, the perspective of the users on Yik-¥ais

health professionals and the language of diagnoses and biomedicine will also be an important
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consideration to determine the general attitude of users towards mental health diagnoses,

professional healthcare services and service providers.

Othernotable studies of online peer support include Horgan, McCaathyd Sweeneyds
(2013) evaluation of the effects of online peer support on depressive symptoms of university
students. This study was unique in that the intervention was designed for theAsivetysite
was created which could be accessed by the general public, and a forum was also created but
could only be used by study participants. The researchers used the Centre for Epidemiological
Studies Depression Scale (CB$with 118 participants frm the University of Ireland.

Seventeen students with depressive symptoms used the forum, and posts were analyzed using
thematic analysis. The key finding of this study was that students tended to report loneliness
associated with poor socialization skilBescriptions of other features of depression, such as

di sturbances in appetite and mood, were al so
of hopelessness emerging from the postso (Hor
from theaforementioned Canadian statistics which showed that over half of the students

surveyed expressed feelings of loneliness and hopelessness (American College Health

Association, 2013). Therefore, thesdicators of lack of wellbeing/ere expected in mental

health related posts on Yik Yak as well.

In the literature, only one relevant study on Yik Yak was found which provides valuable
data on the application. Blk, Mezzina, and Thompson (20167 ) st udi ed Yi k Yak
empirical understanding ofthemat e of communi cati on on the appl
three days, they collected 4001 posts from college campuses across the US using emergent
inductive content analysis. They found that 45 percent of the posts were about campus life and

announcementsr proclamations; 13.5 percent of posts included profanity or vulgarity; 10.1
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percent asked rhetorical questions; and, 9.2 percent focused on sex attatisgxuality. They
concluded that, despite its potential for misuse, the app should not be ceshsicdggnificant

threat to young adults (Black et al. 2016).

Negative Effects of the Online Environment and Internet Use

In contrast to the aforementioned evidence which highlights positive aspects of online
support groups, a quantitative study by Lawkideen and Kirakowski (2014) used structure
eguation modelling to show that online support groups can also be a form of social avoidance.
Their study found that the frequency of visits to online supgr@ups makes recovery froself
stigma worse. Rathéhan empowering users, they hypothesize that online groups may serve as a
means of escaping the offline world for some. Therefore, rather than recovering fratigsed
through use of online groups, some users who use forums too frequently may eepleeien

opposite effect.

Indeed, the Internet itself can negatively impact psychologicalbegtiy due to

excessive use. Yellowlees and Marks (2007, 1448) state that there is some debate on what

defines excessive internet use, which is variously descalbed ipat hol ogi cal i nte
Aprobl ematic internet use, 0 and fAlnternet add
recentDSM5 manwual | ists filnternet Gaming Disorder

requiring further empirical resedr¢Attrill and Fullwood 2016). According to Attrill and

Fullwood (2016), Internet addiction is characterized by: a preoccupation with using the Internet;
using the Internet to feel better; increase in time and energy spent using the Internet;
experiencingvithdrawal from lack of use; conflict arising due to excessive internet use; and

inability to disengage from using the Internet resulting in relapse. Excessive internet use has also
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been linked with higher levels of loneliness, depression and anxietyt @ral 1998; Liang et

al. 2016; Nalwa and Anand 2003; Whang, Lee, and Chang .2003)

Smartphones enable users to use the Internet at their convenience, allowing people to
carry out many of the functions of a personal computer on a mobile device. A gtS8dynaha
and Nawi (2016) investigated the link between smartphone addiction, stress, academic
performance and satisfaction with life by surveying 300 university students. They found that
university students with higher risk for smartphone adshahdicaied higher levels of perceived
stress. Perceived stress, in turn, was found to be negatively correlated with satisfaction with life.
Furthermore, a negative relationship was also observed between smartphone addiction and
academic performance. Therefore, \hanline social groups accessed online may have many
benefits, excessive use has been shown to negatively affect psychologidaingllThus, it is

important tofurtherstudy this online social environment through a variety of methodologies.

Online Etmographies

While little ethnographic literature on online mental health and support exists, there are
three notable examples relevant to the present study. The first is an online illness ethnography by
Keim-Malpass, Steeveand Kennedy (2014yvhich explaesillness blogs. The authors
conducted an ethnographic study of 16 blogs written by women diagnosed with cancer. They
concluded that the iliness blogs provided a medium for women to express emotions, to exchange
information, and provide and receive sbsiapport. Furthermore, the language and descriptions
used in the narratives have clinical relevance as well because they allow for a greater
understanding of the womené6és psychosocial and
study also provided metlological recommendations especially in terms of researcher
participation and ethics which will be discussed in the next chapter.
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Second, a Scandinavian online ethnography by Eriksson and SaEaikaon (2013) on
a forum for fathers seeking advice omieg for infants found that the data collected on
communication and forum culture could be categorized into three themes: encouragement,
confirmation and advice. The authors collected over 1000 pages of data on the communication,
which they argue lends tbe trustworthiness of the study. The data were then operationalized
and categorized. These authors recommend the virtual ethnographic method for understanding
support activities in cyberspace because suppoeivedonline can be complementary to formal

support. Thus, they suggest that a virtual ethnography lens has clinical value, as well.

The third study by Westerlund (2013) examined online discussions about suicide
on a Swedish chat forum frequented by young adults. The author used ethnographic
metlodology, including immersion and observation in the online environment of the
forum, and thematic analystf discussionsand found that participants primarily used
the forum to share their experiences. The anonymity of the forum increased their
willingness to disclose and reduced the risk of-setisorshipThe study also reported

that:

[A] comforting, supportive and understanding attitude can be found in many exchanges
on SUIGUI CHAT. The opportunity to meet other people who have gone through similar
experiences and who neither condemn nor lecture is perceived by many as positive; one
shares the same unfortunate circumstances. (Westerlund 2013, 44)

This finding is in line with the previously discussed benefits of anonymous online discussions on

sensitve subjects.

Summary

Based on this literature review, it is clear that people are using online peer support

resources for stigmatized topies)d particularlynmental iliness. However, there is a gap
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in the literaturgegardingethnographic studies of tluse of online spaces by university students
for emotional disclosure and mental health. The present study addresses this gap by using
ethnogr@hic methods to gain insight intbe mental health concerns and hegeking behaviour
of students at the Univetg of Manitoba. The next section will detail the qualitative
ethnographic methodology, design, and analysis procedures of the study as guided by the

methodologicaliterature.
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Chapter 3

Research Methodology and Design

This chapter details the reseaparadigm, methodology, and procedures for the
collection and analysis of data in this study. To answer the research questions, ethnographic
met hodol ogy guided by Kozi net s Gnethdraphgrverer e c o mm
used in combination withantent and inductive thematic analysis. Issues regarding validity for

gualitative studies and ethical considerations will also be discussed.

Research Paradigm

This research is founded on a theorization of the concepts of stignadisstdsure and
the ®cial sharing of emotigrand aims to understand the mental health concerns of university
studentsas expresseon an anonymous social media app using an interpretivist approach. Angen
(2000, 385) states that interpretivist research is based on the assumpt t hat Ar eal i ty
know it is construed intrasubjectively and intersubjectively through the meanings and
understandings garnered from our social world
not scientific explanation but an understiaugdof social phenomena (Schwandt 1994). Social
agents, then, are considered autonomous, active, andigeeted, and they are the experts on
their own condition. Thus, following the interpretivist studies of depression and psychological
distress disclage by Kotliar (2015) and Karp (1996), this research does not seek to diagnose or
confirm congruence between the userds depicti

psychological status.

More specifically, this study is grounded in an appho® interpretivisnthampioned by
Clifford Geertz(1973) known as interpretive anthropology (Schwandt 1994). Interpretive
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ant hropology is an interpretive theory of cul
not an experimental scienceinsedr of | awso ( Geertz 1973, 5) . F
which meanings are constituted in a culture must be read like a text by the ethnographer. To

access the meaning of an event, the ethnographer must develop thick descriptions of the

meanings of hulmn action. Geertz (1973) popularized the use of thick description in

ant hropol ogy. He famously wrote that dAman i s
hi mself has spun, | take c usiotThickelestripionbe t hose
interrogategmultiple layers of cultural meaningswebs of significana® and describing what

one sees. It is a methodological tool that explains human behaviour or culture and, most

importantly, the context of that behawuro

Ethnography is derived from thisthnopological tradition olocumentingand
interpretingaspects of human experience and cultural behaviour (Thorne 2000). Through
immersion and engagement in the field, known as participlagervation, data is typically
collected in the form of fieldnotedocuments, images, videos, public records and artefacts
(Thorne 2000). The data is sorted, coded, <cat
about what is happening and whyo (Thorne 2000
concerns opostsecondary students and role of the virtual community on Yik Yak, an online

ethnographic approach was best suited for this study.

Online Ethnography

Online ethnography is unique in that it is an ethnography in, of, and through the medium.
Due to its ppularity, ubiquity and novelty, it is an important method to study in and of itself.
Traditionally, ethnography is characterized by particigdygervation in the field (Madden
2010). By virtue of the nature of my fieldsitea mobile computemediated sdal landscapé
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researcher participation in online communities is difficult to define. While some online

ethnographies involve observation of the interaction of participants in online communities,

ot hers, such as Tom Boel Ilwerltdof 6dcdnd Lsfe agetdéscribedr a p h'y
by Madden (2010, 176) as dafull participationbo
rather than just an observer (Boellstorff 2008). However, Madden (2010, 178) contends that

et hnographyos ndtenffacetoif mg ef eantmaeti Put fAa ,shared

which is more methodologically important.

Sa is observation in the online context enough? One can argue that in the online
environment, observatids participation. On public online meage boards and social networks,
it is possible for participants to simply view and observe messages and interactions between
other users allowing for unobtrusive observation. These participants are colloquially known as
Al ur ker so ( Hi n ¢ lurRifly@dems.like Art ideal made af patticpation for
et hnographers as it (seemingly) avoids issues
of studyo, and t-takng,itapg eaefrdengssanfi Aawkwar do
(Beauliau 2007, 147). However, Beaulieu (2007) argues that active participation in online
communities is importarior a number of other reasoriscan provide access to phenomena
only available to participants; it allows the ethnographer to learn throutytipation and an
emic perspective; and, there may be greater added value in checking interpretations by being an
active participant online. KeirMalpass et al. (2014) identify three variations of online
participation: (1) passive analysis, which involvesobgeat i on onl y, without t
participatory involvement, (2) active analysis wherein the researcher actively participates in
online exchanges, and, (3) seléntified active analysis which involves active participation by a

researcher who idenigfs themselves as such.
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It is also sometimes claimed that online interactions cannot be considered authentic as
identities cannot be confirmed and events cannot always be corroborated (Hine 2000).
Participants in online forums must be taken at their wdadvever, the question of identity and
authenticity in online ethnography is moot, according to Hine (2000, 55), because it presupposes
a singular idea of authenticity, identity and personhood. Instead, it is suggested that a person
online,asintheofie worl d, is better thought of as fa
useful to consider how the virtual environment plays a role in altering the conditions of identity
performance (Hine 2000, 55). Hine (2000) also states that itis notthe ethmmdge r 6 s |j ob t o
judge informantsd narratives as authentic or
themselves understand authenticity and how they present themselves online. This was important
to consider in the context of mental health researiheas mental health symptomatology is
often thought to be inauthentic or ignored in
users may turn to online forums for support in the first place (Alang and Fomotar 2015). Thus,

again, online ethnography wan appropriate methodology for this study.

In terms of the observational aspect of ethnography, Madden (2010) writes at length
about the ethnographic gaze, which the author defines loosely as a systematic way of seeing. In
the online context, which prianily involves analysis of textual discourse, being ethnographic
involves paying careful attention to as many aspects of textual expression as possible. Technical
elements, semiotics, and linguistic principles played an important role, and it was alg@impo
to consider the cultural context in which the texts are produced and consumed because of their
fluid and everchanging meanings and interpretations (Hine 2000). As well, rules and order
which dictate text and graphics were also observed and doauhiarfteldnotes and in the

analysis.
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While behaviars online take place asynchronously, they are still indicative of a
particular time in history wherein certain social conventiams technologiedictate the use of
specific language and graphics, sashslang words and memes, respectively. Furthermore,
while textual data is archived on most online forums, there is a difference between observing the
accumulation and density of responses, observing the speed, and interpreting the mood of an
online groupas they arrive, as opposed to reading them at a later time in a historical context
(Mar shall 2010) . Mar shall (2010, 14) provides
which have arrived within quarter of an hour is a different experience to re#iimgssages
which arrive over a couple of days. o0 This was
quickly, and many disappeared rapidly due to negative ratings. Thus, it was important to hone
and adapt my systematic way of visiting this onlioeale in order to access such phenomena;
this was accomplished through prolonged immersion and familiarization which led to

continuously monitoring active threads and cataloguing responses as they occurred.

Procedure

Research focus and guestions

BasedorKozinetsd (2010) methodol ogy and proce

for the researcher involves defining the research questions, social sites or topics of investigation.

The research questions for this project were:

RQ1. What doonlinenarratives premnted by users of Yik Yak tell us about the mental
health concerns of current pesgcondary students at the University of Manitoba?
RQ2. What rde does the virtual community &fik Yak play for individuals coping with

emotional distress and mental health cons@
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These centr al research questions were derived
a research focus and question for a netnography, baseeswelb s (1 2009) gui de to
research questions for a qualitative study. Examples of résgaestions provided by Kozinets

(2010) do not specify the fieldsite, as locating an appropriate field for study is the next step in the
process. However, for this study, the anonymous social media platform of Yik Yak was central

to the research question.

Creswell(2009) states that qualitative inquiry should explore factors surrounding a
central phenomenon and the meaning held by participants experiencing this phenomenon. In the
initial stages of conceptualizing a project and considering mental healtedelmg on the
Internet a number of online forums were considered for study, including the UM Facebook
confession boards. However, due to inactivity, and lack of participation and data richness, these
sites were not suitable for the study. Furthermdre Jacal popularity of Yik Yak coincided with
the inactivity of the UM confession boards. This lead to initial observations regarding the
frequency of use, growth of the virtual community on Yik Yak, and the expression of
psychological distress and emotabulisclosure on the app by University of Manitoba students.
Therefore, in this study, the use of this virtual community by University of Manitoba students for
disclosure related to distress and mental health is the phenomenon under stydye theidge

is specified bythe research questions as it is a significant aspect of the research focus.

Yik Yak fits the sixinclusia  cr i t er i a f r 8%reddronzendatiens fordan ( 2 01 0
online ethnographic fieldsite: (1) it is highly relevant to the retequestion; (2) there is a flow
of communication between participants within threads; (3) the participant group is
het erogeneous,; (4) 1t haich;andn(6)ft s aneactigedotumec f eel O

which i s defi ned rasgufi[alra viomgiu nrieccagntonand As an

47



media application, Yik Yak provides a convenient platform for students to express and disclose
stigmatized information, and it is localized to the University of Manitoba, therefore it is a highly
relevant fiddsite for understanding the mental health concerns of University of Manitoba

students. The threads within Yik Yak are usually composed of multiple commenters which
contributes to a steady flow of communication between users. The herd is dynamic and
heter@enousas the participant group is continually changigg as discussed in the next

chapterjt is consideredby usergo be one of the most active in Manitoba, relative to other areas,
based on the frequency of posts and number of users. Thisldndséo fiener geti c f ee
UM herd and a datach environment. These and other aspects of the app will be discussed in

more detail in the next chapter.

Researcher Participation

It was important to consider the level of participation that | would enigadfee totality
and boundaries (or lack thereof) of the fieldsite, and the ethics of conducting research online,
based on the particular research questiwhich guided the research process. In conducting
research on mental health narratives on Yik Yamployed gassive analysis approadly
observing discourse on this public forum, while abiding by due ethical conduct with regard to
threats of harm by users, and protecting the privacy and anonymity of all indiideals
Malpass et ak014). Similar to online ethnographic research carried out by Kiafpass et al.
(2014), on the illness narratives of women diagnosed with cancer, | felt that passive analysis
permitted naturalistic inquiry online and avoided preconceived questions to direct responses
from participants. In attempting to understand the lived experiences of individuals using Yik Yak

for mental health concerns, and minimizing the stigma associated with mental illness, a passive
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analysis approach allowed me to observe belvavedated tdknowledgeseeking and disclosure

online in its natural state.

Furthermore, as the data collection process began, | began familiarizing myself with the
herd and it was apparent that users were highly suspicious of individuals deemed to be outsiders,
such a students from the University of Winnipeg (considered a rival university by some yakkers
in the UM hed), and noruniversity students general. Adding to this, a privacy scare occurred
in mid-February when some users posted a false rumour that Yik ¥aklweveal identifying
information about all users, such as their phone numbers and names, along with their posts. This
lead to declarations from some yakkers that they would stop using the application altogether.

Fears died down as yakkers realized thatrumour was a hoax, and normal activity resumed.

The general belief within the herd is that anonymity is sacred; however, there is also an
awareness that this may be temporary and illusory. For example, one yakker posted, on March
15, 2016,sdidréed rtetndtl yone day | 61 | post a stupi
will come after me. 0 While the yak was inten
illusion of anonymity is apparent; this yak received at least 17 upvotes indicatnetpiive
popularity. Thus, it is understood that gatekeepers and authority figures, $otgdrrastservice
providers, Yik Yak, legal entities and the University of Manitoba itself, have the power to disrupt
this tenuous sense ahonymity Therefore, did not engage in seiflentified active
participation which requires the researcher to introduce themselves and their research. Firstly,
this is not feasible as posts disappear quickly and the pool of users is constantly changing.
Second, this level ofgsticipation would have disrupted the existing dynamic of the herd and

potentially damage the utility and sense of community for individuals.
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Because the app can be accessed almost anywhere where an Internet connection is
available, Yik Yak is a moving fidsite. The actors within this field are constantly changing,
which carries with it a measure of uncertainty. Furthermore, the practicalityeféedtiveness
and convenience of the use of mobile apps as fieldsites is said to bring challenges as a
reseather 6 s fi el dwor k may -foidaytse of thé Intgrieteand sacialt h t h e |
media for other means, necessitating f#irol e sw
richness, activity, and convenience afforded by the application mad&l@alrieldsite for

online ethnography.

Data Collection

Timeline

Et hnography on the | ntirestepoeutt iest hcnhoagrraacpt heyrai,s
has the researchenter and exithe field (Internet) setting as opposedraintaininglong-term
resdence in a physal location which is common amongpst traditonal ethnographies
(Madden 201079). | began collecting data from the app on Novemb&r 2015 and completed
data collection on May'8 2016. This timeline spanned two final examinatioriqut.
Examinationscanbesai gni fi cant source of stress for stu
Horgan, McCarthy, and Sweeney 2013), so it was important to observelkeet data during

these times.
Collecting the Data

The data collected in this study was composed of postsliscussion threads, as well as
ethnographic fieldnotes. Purposive sampling was used to select posts which contributed to

answering the research questions (Krippendorff 2004). Posts including specific keywords related
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to mental health concerns, emotbdistress, and psychological distress, as described in Chapter

1, were recorded using screen captures (scree
sample, and the demonstrated reliability and validity of the NCHA, the mental health concerns
reported in the study were used, in conjunction with other studies, to guide the collection and

anal yti cal coding procesNCHArs 2m16) gualsdomn @ nwi(
(2004) and Mass®b6s (2000) defcalyithefolowmimg of psyc
keywords and their lexical variations, were used as guides for capturing relevant posts:
irritability/aggressiveness, sadness, depression, anxiety, stress, anger, hopelessness, frustration,
exhaustion, insomnia and lack of sleep, redphess, suicidal ideation and death, loneliness and

social withdrawal/isolation, demotivation, loss of sahfidence, and low sedsteem.

Furthermore, any posts referring to other specific psychiatric disordersséekmg for

psychological distresgnd questions about treatments, were also included. Thus, a total of 554
screen captures were selectively collected between November 21, 2015 and May 5, 2016. These

screen captures yielded 1889 posts (including both the original posts and repliesogi)the p

In online ethnographies, data collection and data analysis are intertwined in that the
process of data collection requires constant decision making as initial patterns begin to emerge.
For example, | observed that users frequently posted aboutdsé@fances or complained
about being awake, usually after midnight. The link between sleep disturbance and psychological
distress is well established (Tsuno, Besset and Ritchie 2005; Moreno et al. 2011). Therefore, this
observation was recorded in mglfinotes. | also had to adapt the timings of my data collection,
during peak posting times, usually during midterms and final exam periods, as posts would
disappear quickly. Typically, the oldest post in the UM feed would be approximately eight to

twelve tours old. On one of the busiest days and times in the UM feed, Tuesday, M#rch 22
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2016, at 4:02 pm, | recorded that the oldest post in the feed had been posted only two hours
earlier. So, | typically checked the app for new posts and collected datahoargnbasisThis
involved searching the entire feed for relevant posts and to monitor and collect responses to
existing postsStill, due to the nature of the app, it is likely that a few posts that were posted and
quickly deleted by yakkers, or quicktipwnvoted and automatically deleted by the app, were not
captured. Regardless, the convenience of having the fieldsite in my pocket, so to speak, was

immeasurable, as | was able to check in regularly throughout the day and night.

Ignacio (2012) recommesdhat textual data collected online must be carefully
contextualized by the researcher and that this entails an additional layer of observation. For
example, in observing conversations which are not conducted inmeabn online forums,
time-stampsmus be noted. As well, attention must be
w o r JwHi@h participants may be responding to in the online environment. Therefore, fieldnotes
included notations of significant events occurring in the offline world, espeomalbampus. A
notable example involves the student union election which rdsualteundreds of relatedais
thatdominated much of the feed during the election period (Februdty2??6 to March %,

2016).

All screenshots were captured on an Apple ith6. Screenshots were saved and
automatically uploaded to Appleds i Cloud syst
These images were then downloaded from this elmagkd service and organized by date and
time. The data pool of screenshots was tiemowed down by eliminating images that were not
relevant to the research question. The remaining screenshots were then transferred to QSR

NVivo 10, a qualitative analysis program. NVivo allows for the organization and analysis of
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gualitative data by theesearcher through notetaking and typifying into nadaserm NVivo

uses for codes.

After the final examination period in April 2016, | continued to collect data and observed
that many posters began to expritesfeelingthat the herd was not as actait is during the
regular school year. Because many students tend to leave the UM campus and the city for the
summer after final exams, it was understood within the herd that normal activity would resume
when the university reopens in September fordgailar sessiorData collection ended on May
8 2016 influenced by the findingf data saturatigrwhich isstraightforwardlyd e f i ned as f

|l onger receiving information that has not pre
Data Analysis
Analytical Procedures

In order to answer RQ1, posts were reviewed to record instances of references to specific
mental health concerns as guided by the literature review and qualitative content analysis
procedures (Elo et al. 2014). | coded and categbezéracts based on the salience and
frequency of occurrence of concepts in the data, while also being careful to consistently ask
guestions of the data and look for new and varying information (Glaser and Strauss 1967).
Factors associated with mental hleadoncerns and others types of contextual information (such
as mentions of family or relationships, unique terminology, time stamps, student status) were
also recorded. Initially, only original posts were going to be included in this analysis to answer
RQ1, however, upon reviewing discussion threads, it became clear that users other than the

original poster of the yak would frequently reply to original posts by disclosing their own mental
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health concerns, as well. Thus, all posts were used in the aradlgssslosure of psychological

distress and specific mental health concerns.

For RQ2, posts were thematically analyzed to understand the role of the virtual
community on Yik Yak for individuals coping with mental health concerns. Analysis of data was
cariied out using analytic coding and interpteta as recommended by Kozing2010) for
netnographies. The specific proceduficr analytic coding were guided by the inductive
thematic analysis procedures outlingdBraun and Clarke (2006Juidelines fronthe constant
comparative method developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) were consulted for integrating and
abstracting codes into higher order constructs. To begin with, posts were read several times for
familiarization with the data. Using close readiimgtial codes were developed and affixed to the
data where applicable and data was collated by code (Braun and Clark 2006). Themes were
developed based on these codes. | read through the data to identify patterns, relationships,
similarities, and differeres; this helps abstract the data into higbreler conceptual constructs,
from specific to general (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Kozinets 2010; Sbaraini et al. 2011).
According to Glaser and Strauss (1967), code refinement should not only involve determining
conceptual similarity but also various dimensions of concept domains to more accurately reflect

the range oéxperiences.

It is important to note here that, while extremely similar and often used interchangeably,
content and thematic analysis differ in a few notaldgsa(Vaismoradi, Turunen, and Bondas
2013). The first difference is between category and theme: a category in content analysis
captures the fAdescriptive | evel o of the conte
expression of the latent content (Vaiswamt, Turunen, and Bondas 2013, 40Enr example,

Adepressi on i's a content category in the pre
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whereas fibel ongingness and communityo emerged

analysis of a vartg of posts. Furthermore, unlike in thematic analysis, in content analysis the
frequency of occurrence of a concept in text can be used to identify a category, and quantities
can be determined. Content analysis was used to find answers for RQ1 betaeisatfre of

the questionwhich seeks to describe the specific mental health concerns of students. Content
analysis is particularly useful when extensive prior research exists regarding a pher@inenon
this case, the mental health concerns of uniwessitdentd and literature can be used to guide
initial coding (Hsieh and Shannon 2Q0his technique was employed for initial coding for

RQL1. In contrast, coding for RQ2 was inductive and themes were developed and abstracted from
the data itself to go lyend the manifest content and discover and define the latent content
(Vaismoradi, Turunen, and Bondas 2013, 402). Thus, the main difference between the two
approaches was that the interpretation of data varied in terms of the depth and level of

abstractior(Vaismoradi, Turunen, and Bondas 2013).

Ethnographic fieldnotes, which were collected during and immediately after participant
observation to provide a record of posting behaviours and observations on the culture of the
fieldsite, were also transcrib@&to NVivo and organized into related categories or to provide
context and notes for specific ppsThe data was then revisitedd categories were compared
and refined further to detect and interpret thematic categorizations and generate conclusions
which helped define the mental health concerns of students at the University of Manitoba and the
role of the virtual community on Yik Yak for individuals coping with mental health concerns

(Thorne 2000).
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Validity

Good qualitative inquiry must demonstratatth is credible through specific procedures
(Angen 2000Creswelland Miller 2000). However, there is much debate about the value and
concept of validity in qualitative and, especially, interpretivist inquiries (Angen 2C0&3well
and Miller (2000) otline three techniques within the interpretive/constructionist paradigm,
based on the specific lens or viewpoint used by the researcher, which help establish validity.
These are: disconfirming evidence (lens of the researcher), prolonged engagemedidlth the
(lens of study participants), and thick, rich description (lens of people external to the study, such

as reviewers and readers) (Table 2).

Table2 Creswelland Mi | | er 0s (2000) Criteria for Este&a
Research

Lens Procedure (Interpretive paradigm)

Researcher Disconfirming evidence

Participants Prolonged engagement in the field

People external to study

(Reviewers, readers) Thick, rich description

Creswelland Miller (20001279 def i ne #fAdi s c o mfsi rimihreg ptrioe eev
where investigators first establish the preliminary themes or categories in a study and then search
through the data for evidence that is consi st
data analysis, the posts were reviewed fecalfirming evidence and no significant

disconfirming evidencer conflicting datavas found.

Creswelland Miller (2000, 128) state that while prolonged engagement does not have a
specific duration, typically, ethnographers i
observation and data collection period for this study spanned 5 months and 2 weeks and resulted
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in 1889 posts. This range of time covered two final exam periods and also allowed for an in

depth understanding of the field. Observations of the impactofdcatie nges t o t he ap
interface were recorded and only possible due to the extent of time spent in the field. Thus, I can
conclude that this range of time satisfig@eswelland Mi | | er 6s (2000) <crite

engagement in the field.

Finally, thic, rich description affects ethnographic writing by helping to make it more
meaningful, especially for outsideSreswelland Miller 2000). Thick description provides
Adeep, dense, detailed accountso, candtrasting
simply report factso (Denzin 1989, 83). Based
approach, the present study uses thick description to provide as much detail as possible in

describing context, themeand meanings.

As stated, the validity ajualitative and, especially, interpretivist research is a
controversial issue. Interpretive research is often viewed as being too subjective, unscientific and
lacking rigour, and quantitative approaches are comparatively conshesedne agi b et t e r
scemce andémore | egitimateo (Angen 2000, 379).
inquiry is meant to deepen our understanding of humanity at the risk of certainty. Angen (2000,
380) argues that Athis | oss [ aanicneoraltaadi nt y] i s
practical relevance. 0 Furthermore, science as
dependent on the beliefs and values of scientists. Based on the interpretive paradigm, reality is
socially constructed through intersulijge experiences and truth is negotiated through dialogue
(Angen 2000). Thus, knowledge claims and ways of knowing are negotiable and constantly

reinterpreted through social discourses. This has led to a rethinking of the concept of scientific
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validity altogether, and to questioning the privileged status of positivist criteria as the means to

truth (Angen 2000).

Angen (2000) provides two subsets of validation criteria for interpretivist studies: ethical
validation and substantive validation. The autharpuo s ef ul | y uses dAvalidat.
validity to emphasize the processual nature of evaluating the trustworthiness of research in the
interpretive perspective. Validation from this perspective is a moral question addressed by the
researcher through tipeocess of continuous methodological decisiweking, from the

beginning of the research process to completion. Specifically, Angen (2000) writes

How carefully the research question is pondered and framed, how respectfully the inquiry
is carried out, howersuasively the arguments are developed in the written account, and
how widely the results are disseminated become much more important issues than any
criteriazbased process of accounting that occurs after the research is completed. (Angen
2000, 387)

Ethical validation is characterized by choosing methodological approaches that focus on
the diversity of voices and allow us to remain connected to our shared hu(aggn 2000.
The online ethnographic approach used in this study seeks to do just doauyenting the
range of understanding, experienaad expression presented on Yik Yak. Furthermore, ethical
validation also requires the research to provide practical answers and have practical lifeworld
value; however, the application of research txpce is largely dependent on how the research
is taken up by the community of practitioners. In the same vein, interpretive research should
have generative promise, contributing to the production of new interpretations and new questions

(Angen 2000).

Angen (2000proposes another form of validatioresearch should be transformative for

the researcher by disrupting how the research is formulated, carried out, and disseminated, in
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contrasto the authoritative stance of positivist research. Thigrastice, can involve becoming
an advocate for the research participants during the research process or applying a more
cooperative approach between the researcher and the researchddaTdehindhe current

study was motivated by my role as a mehtlth advocate and former student counsellor at the
University of Manitoba campus. This research is an attempt to understand the mental health

needs oftudentsaandcontribute to the knowledgen the mental healtlniversity students.

The second subsef validation criteri® substantive validatiah prioritizes the
substance of inquiry for evaluating research (Angen 2000). It requires accounting for biases, self
reflective understandings, and interpretations throughout the process. This way, the reader can
judge the trustworthiness of the research based on the connections made by the researcher to
reach their conclusions. The present study, in accordance with this principle, is reflexive. The
constant comparative method requires reflecting on the datadtaetion (Glaser and Strauss
1967). As well, the ethnographic approach necessitates contjmuetisulous not¢aking and
reflection while in the field. Finally, for the current study, head nptesntal notes inscribed at a
later time)and field notesvere used to provide contextual clues for later interpretations of data

(LeCompte and Schensul 1999)

Ethical Considerations

The main ethical considerations in conducting an online ethnography are privacy,
confidentiality and informed consent. Becauseadais obtained from a public application with
no copyright restrictions, and the researcher did not interact with the participants of the app
actively, informed consent of participants was not required. The postings on Yik Yak are

anonymous and there yrrently, no way to trace a posting to a specific person in real life
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(I1'RL). Al so, the applicati,amldhsyendtotdisappeaac e does
quickly. For example, on particularly active days, the feed retains posts created orgytlueirin
preceding hour. As |1 discuss in the next chap
they are known within the app, have been implemented. The majority of participants continue to

post anonymously; however, to protect the identity of gseymous participants, pseudonyms

were removed and redacted in the analysis and presentation of study results.

Because the present study is concerned with mental health information, the responsibility
and obligations of the researcher must also be ceresidIn the event that a participant on Yik
Yak threatens or indicates intent to harm themsealveghers there are no clear directions for
what a researcher must do in this public, online environment. This is further complicated by the
fact that Yik Y& does not allow the posting of phone numbers or website addresses so that
resource information may be suggested to the individual. Suggestions can be provided to seek
assistance from the University of M&KImict obads

Suicide and Crisis Hotline. However, the question remains: is the researcher obligated to do so?

Carma& and Degroot (2014) argue that it is potentially dangerous for untrained scholars
to provide suggestions on where to seek treatment. Howeegraldp state thaliscussion on
theseissuesseeded because of the ambiguity regardi |
study by Sharkey et al. (2011, 753) of a4$elfm discussion forum, the investigators applied an
Aet hi cs as cphr.o cTehsesyd0 daepspcrroiabe t he approach as b
revisited frequently over the course of a stu
especially useful for qualitative research as it prioritizes the importance of relationshipsrbetw
participants over time, and emphasizes good intentions, respect, and awareness of the

participantsd experience. This enables the re
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to each other and the help they provide each other during dusisans. During data
familiarization, it became clear that Yik Yak participants are quick to offer support and resources

to participants who post messages indicating distress, but this is not always the case.

In their book,The Ethics of Internet ReseardvicKee and Porter (2009) interviewed
researchers to understand the process of ethical decision making when deciding whether to
intervene. They interviewed Yukari Seko, a doctoral student at York, whose research involved
studying blogs containing discuses of selfharm and suicide. Seko points out that the difficulty
in assessing whether to intervene or not is caused by a number of issues including: judging the
severity and urgency of the individual 6s inte
pseuwonymity/anonymity; and, lack of accurate location information (McKee and Porter 2009).
Furthermore, Seko indicat-expressibnand privicemustbed i vi du
respected, and that reporting an individual can prove more harmfulitatiielual (or
community) in the long run if they believe they are under surveillance. Thus, Seko chose not to

intervene andoir espect the [ bl oggerds] privacy and ag

Based on a review of the literature on ethical sleai making in online research by Ron
clinicians, no straightforward answers can be found on the appropriate conduct of a researcher in
thesecases. However, like Sharkeyadt(2011), McKee and Porter (2009) also recommend a
processual approach to ethwbkich was deemed to be most appropriate for the current study.
Mc Kee and Porter state that ethics is an fAong
throughout a project . 0 -bpesesppodch to dthicetlyatis e c 0o mme n

reflexiveand adaptable.

This processual approach suited the environment of Yik Yak because, as mentioned,
participants were quick to intervene with messages of support and resources when a post
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indicated distress or intent to séirm. Thus, intervention by thesearcher was not necessary

in these cases so as to respect the relationships between the participants and the ethos of the
community. However, when a post indicating intent to-salim was found with no such

responses, it was necessary for the reseatchtervene by providing a message containing

information on resources, including the University of Manitoba Counselling Centre and the

Klinic Suicide and Crisis Hotlindntervention by the researcher occurred twice during the study

period and is detab in Chapter6Accor ding to Yi k Yakods guidelin
intent to harm others is indicated, the post
whereinpostsvnhi ch At arget ot herso can becalinghagrged by

against others were discovered during the data collection period.

While online research ethics continue to evolve, the most rece@otnicil Policy
Statement (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research
Council of Canada, Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada 2014) does not
require ethical approval for research of this particular type as it ntrsive, uses publically
available data and there are no issues of copyright withdégahe posts. | also received
confirmation from the JoirAFaculty Research Ethics Board at the University of Manitoba that

this study did not require ethics review and approval from the Board.

Yik Yak provides its own ethics and conducts of use. Imtheé chapter, | take a closer
look at app itself, its various characteristics, and the moderation of the feed by users, along with

the rules and codes of conduct which are intended to guide the use of the app.
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Chapter 4

Yik Yak: A Virtual Fieldsit e

This chapter will provide an idepth look at the geography, user interface and features of
Yik Yak relevant to the study. The design, layout, featiaed regulations of the application
became an important part of the study due to their impact orséng. I'he architecture of the
application structures this social space and the interaction therein. So, in order to contextualize
the findings of this research, it is important to establish and describe the setting and environment
in which theytook placd. at er changes introduced i naftarhe app
data collection endeahay have led to significant changes in user behaviour and are worth

considering for future research.

Layout

A typical Yik Yak front page or Home feed is piaddin Figure 3 The feed usually
contains approximately 100 posts. YibBaYak all
single designated area such amwersitycampu$ to which the usebelongs; membership in
the herds, thereforelike a club menbership. A user may view the posts composed by others in
t he ar ea ofintkeoaerintdheibherd,dy selecting the appropriate tab. So, if a user in the
University of Manitoba herd was travelling to Toronto, Canada, they can still view and post in
their herd, and alsoview,vo@nd comment on the poTommEaln n their
contrast, if a user has not selected University of Manitoba as their herd, they can only view the
posts in the University o btrepatmarvote bnahedepastd. 6 s f e
Viewing the feed of another herd is known as

and they happen to be at the University of Manitoba campus, the University of Manitoba herd
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woul d become tdlamihis wollld al@wthen t pokt&'aks and comments in that

feed.

Users can al so earn Ayakarma pointso which
app by posting, commenting or voting on a Yak; users can lose yakarma if other usessteown
therpostsfi Yi k Y ak FH&sareh@ riétabworld repercussions to losing or gaining
yakarma; however, Yik Yak states that users may be able to trade yakarma for Yik Yak

merchandise ithey visit the Yik Yak tourbu@ Yi k Yak JAQO0 2016

Within theirnearby area or their herd, users can select to see the most recent yaks (New
tab) or the most popular yaks (Hot tab). The more upvotes a post has, the higher it ranks under
the Hot tab. Typically, the majority of posts receive less than 5 votes, thesigfost with
doubledigit upvotes signifies that a post and the message therein is agreeable or relatable. Posts
disclosing mental health concerns varied in popularity, with most receiving 10 upvotes or less,
however there were some notable exceptionsisoanthich will be discussed in the next chapter.

The majority of posts regarding mental concerns were not downvoted below zero and many posts
related to student stress received a relatively high number of upvotes. In general, posts on any
topic tend to rema in the feed unless they are considered highly unfavourable by theahdrd

these are usually voted out of the fékke racist, homophobjor offensive content).

Users can also view when a yak was posted relative to the current time on their phone.
Herds with more frequent yaks are considered to be more active and exciting than herds with
much older yaks still visible in the Home feed. Yik Yak also creates topical feeds (approximately
5 each day) based around current events, popular culture, andrrwinich are open to all users

oftheapp These are known as fAGlobal Herdso and wu



comment on yaks. Users can also save other locations they may \jlpe¢kd raote

frequently.

Figure 3. Layout offagf¥i k Yakds Home Fee

Hot tab,
to view
iPhone time stamp most
popular
posts in
selected
area

Newtab to view newest posts
n selected area

i ROGIAS & O BBTAM 7/
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5km radius user's herd
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user
"god you're so hot” i whisper to my food
whaon | take it out of the microwave 54
Time elapsed since Yak was 7 D 1 Pty Number of replies (clicking here
ted 5 T ————L___ takesuser directly to the reply
posie This fog. It makes me scared to go for a text box for that post)
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sec in movies. [ Number of votes
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) —~—__ Up arrow button to upvote 3
Users handle (redacted) which bresk:up with v, closory 3% Yak
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through the study period \ : ° \'\ Down arrow button to downvote
' " — '\ L
Scrolling upwards reveals \ TOMORROWS WEATHER LOOKS ON 29 Share bulton 1o share Yak with
more Yaks below Lotaith A4 3 user's personal contacts stored
Q Q e in phone.
o Heph e Mgs

| |

Home tab  Hergs Tap Me tab More tab

The UM Herd

Locating the Herd

The AiMeo tab provides a |ive map of the wus
of a userb6s area varies depending on the popu

websites mistakenly state that Yylak allows users to communicate with each other within a 5
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or 10 km radius (Horton 2015, FoxeiWs 2016, TechCrunch.cotln0 1 6 ) . Yi k Yakds we
provides no information regarding how the are
providesaclearggi ct ure (NZone Based Anonymous Content
patent (fiZone Based Anonymous Content Sharing
Adynamically calcul atedo. It states that the
or it could be determined by a platform administrator. The predefined area may be a building, a

set of buildings, a network connection, or a
Anonymous Content Sharingo 2016) .Uniemsitybfoyees f
Manitoba campus to hire campus representative
encouraging friends and others to join Yik Yak, promoting the application on their campus, and
assisting in moderating duties (@YikYakapp 2014;decbm 2016). Thus, the assumption is

that the University of Manitoba herd is restricted to the campus itself because it is named as

such, is a densely populated area, a specific region, and a primary target demographic for Yik

Yak.

However, it is not @ar whether the Bannatyne campus is included in this area. Based on
observation and data collection, yaks were restricted to references of the Fort Garry campus as
evidenced by images of, and references to, courses, buildings, individuals and everkerat the
Garry campus, and the lack of references to the Bannatyne campus, in comparison. As well,
since herds are geographically bound, it is likely that the University of Manitoba herd only
includes the Fort Garry Campus. While the study data is not neeganeralize to all students at
the University of Manitoba, it is still important to note that the potential user population of Yik
Yak is inclusive of students and netudents present on and around the Fort Garry campus, or

those who have the Universiby Manitoba selected as their herd. It is also important to note that
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a usero6s herd | ocation is not easily changed.
and request a change. According to Yik Yaks FAQ, the location of the herd mushieraity

campug AYi k Yak .FAQO 2016)

Because the application is commonly understood as being intended for and targeted
towardsuniversitystudents, it is assumed that all yakkers im&ersityherd belong to the
university in the capacity of a studeuntless otherwise stated. There have been instances where
University of Winnipeg (UW) students have visited the University of Manifboldd) campus
and commented on differences between the uniywv
status as a UWtudent was made explicit by them. Similarly, in other instances, high school
students visiting the campus have posted in the UM herd requesting information about the
university experience. These outsiders are generally not received kindly. Furtherroausgbe
Yik Yak is disabled around high schools and middle schools, it is unlikely that many yaks are

composed by netUniversity of Manitoba students.

As per the interpretivist paradigm, this s
yakkers in the Uniuesity of Manitoba herd are primarily UM students, unless they state
otherwise As Figure 4shows, users share an understanding that, while the application is used
elsewhere in the province, its immense popularity with students of UM makes it feel as though
the entire application i s s tsthat,intthe proviaceat of m
least, its use is isolated to members of the university community. Users are also protective of the
UM herdds identity. For ewampglse, ANiGetomd fi ryatka
affiliated with Uof Mo foll owed by an emoj i de
least 8 times in 28 minutes, indicating that #estimenis agreeable to most users in the hérd

also indicates, hower, thataninterloper as perceived by this user, had been spotted in the feed.
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Figure 4. A Thread Discussing the UM Her doés

I think of yak as a strictly u of m thing. |
know it's not, but it makes it feel cooler
that way

UW students are illiterate, so it is a
strictly U of M thing in Manitoba at
least

| peeped some other universities
feeds and they were mostly trash

M i peeked some others and they
were lit

Uofm can get trashy too tho

While these assumptions and beliefs discourage outsiders from posting or revealing
themselves, they also strengtitbe group identity by reinforcing these beliefs through posts
explicitly stating the perceived rules of the UM herd, as in the post above, and flaming users who
do not seem to belong. This establishing of group norms, reliance on group based
discriminabrs, and protection of group identity is predicted by the SIDE model, discussed
earlier, which contends that anonymous members of a group are more likely to protect group

identity if they have salient ties to the grolge{cher, Spears and Postni€95)
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Population of the Herd

It is difficult to know exactly how many individuals are in the UM herd or online at a
given time. There are no statistics as such within the application. However, estimations can be
made based on other means. Because a useyialtmied to vote on a yak once, tracking a
popul ar yakdés upvotes can reveal the mini mum
potentially, in the herd as a whole. During the data collection period, on many occasions posts
with over a hundredpvotes were observed (Figurg Bs well, yakkers themselves wondered
how many people were on Yik Yak and estimatezlpopulatiorbased on the number of upvotes
posts would receiv@-igure §. As the seond screen capture in FigureslBows, one individual
indicated thatheir post had received over 200 upvotes, making that range the presumed upper
limit of the number of yakkers in the UM herd at a given time. Taking downvoting and lurkers

into consideration, the actual number of herd members is presumed to be much higher.

Figure 5. An Example of a Yak with Over 100 Upvotes from the Data Collection Period

ProTip: UMSU election campaigning
begins tomorrow. There are more
candidates than ever. Avoid major
hallways and RUN FOR YOUR LIVES!
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Figure 6. Posts Estimating the Potential Population of Herd Members

At least about 70+ ignorant ass people Has anyone ever done a poll to see

on yak. how many people are actually on Yak?
Maybe one of the fixtures here could
do it. (+1) each person, y'know?

it's more then 200 that's all | know

I've had a yak get 206 up votes

Yakkers were also curious about the representativeness of the herd, and, in one thread
six users tscussed the subject (Figure While the first response indicates frustration at the
perceived number of first year students on the app, three commenters in the thread state that they
are not in first year; two say that they are fourth yeatesits and OP says that they have been at
the UM Atoo long. o6 It is difficult to esti mat
population has been observed to be diverse with members disclosing a wide array of
demographic characteristics, includingaaiety of ages, ethnicities, socioeconomic statuses,
sexual orientations, gender identities, academic disciplines/faculties, and religious affiliations.

Many studentsverealso observed stating that they were international students in their posts.
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Figure 7. A Thread Discussing the Representativeness of the UM Herd

the next generation and our way of
| wonder how representative yak is of thinking
our university population

I'm a fourth year on here and yak
makes me feel like a fucking
dinosaur

It's not because this is all immature
first years

What year did you guys start

Awww I'm in the 4th year 5250 &2

I'm a fourth year too boat and
compass! We may be the only ones
I think it's more representative of putting up with these first years
the next generation and our way of though

thinking

Policing the Herd

Yik Yak is moderated through the combined efforts of the users themselves, the campus
representatives, and Yik Yak administrators. Downvoting a post below zero resuftegative
vote of-1. A post or a comment with a vote count®flisappears from the feed automatically
allowing for consensus to regulate content. Bullying is not allowed on Yik Yak, which the app
defines as fAdefaming, albhu<eiangni mayr @4 hiemg,0 gtra
03). As well, posts that appear to contain street addresses, phone numbers, personally identifiable
information, and social media accounts are not allowed. Posts can also be flagged and reported to
administrators by uss if they find the content offensive, believe that the post targets someone,
feel that the post is fAspamo, object to the wu
up to the AYi k Yak teamo to t anfgteepbsufromdler act i
feeds and, potentially, suspending the user.
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frequently reported or flagged, they will be suspended. Therefore, the community standards
discourage negative behaviour that could betroed as violating the terms; however,
controversial, socially inappropriabehaviouy and flaming and trolling, persist on the
application as they may not violate these specific rules explicitly, may not be reportade and

left up to interpretation bthe Yik Yak team.

Importantly, Yik Yak prevents users from posting yaks that contain specific words. For
example, some profanities cannot be posted on the app, and others prompt a warning to appear.
As well, words that could be used to phrase athreabagydi onesel f or ot her pe
are also restricted or prompt the waghmessage shown in Figurel 8ested (but, of course, did
not post) some of the common variations of threats and suicidal expression collected on Yik Yak
and foundthat, f hese, only those with the word Akill o
Therefore, other messages expressing suicidal
in the next chapter, would appear in the feed and were not flagged or removed Ipfida¢i@p

at the time of data capture.

Figure 8. A Warning Message from Yik Yak

Pump the brakes, this yak may
contain threatening language
Now it's probably nothing and
you're probably an awesome
person but just know that Yik
Yak and law enforcement take
threats sericusly. So you tell
us, is this yak cool to post?

Yes
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Anonymity, Pseudonymity and ldentity within the App

Kozinets (2002, 64) argues that, despite the fact that informant identity is uncertain,

online ethnography followsetongr aphi ¢ tradition in that its
person but the behavi or otofade btlenogeaphies,anlinednl i ke ¢
et hnographies are primarily based on the fAobs

Thus, data in the online context involves every aspect of expression through computer text

including the content of a post, wording, type, and other modifiable features such as usernames,
emoticons and graphics. This is described by Kozinets (20183)3%s theoragmatic

interactionist approackvhi ch concerns itself with the obser
the 6gamed that is played on the online field

pl ayerso. Ther ef or éstsofoontéxtualizng thdsdimeragtiveagpniey. c o n s

The anatomy of amteraction on a Yak idepictedby the screenshot in Fif. Selecting
a yak from the Home feed takes the user to that yak and its corresponding replies or comments.
Each commenter is idéfied by a colour and symbdhatis randomly assigned in each yak.
Therefore, if | comment in one thread, | may be assigned a yellow tree, while in another thread |
may be a black boat. This allows individuals to refer to each other by using theiraxadour
symbol as their identifier to respond to each other within a threaéxaample, in the thread in
Figure9 a commenter may refer to the first c¢comme
fireo, i f they wish t o heagvidyal whopodtstihe yakangg ar t i c u
starts the thread is known as the original postémternetparlance and is referred to as the OP.

The OP of each yak is always assigned the turquoise OP symbol.
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Figure 9. A Schematic of a Typical Thread on Yik Yak

< “Yak

When the sqaud makes plans to party
Yak posted by an — butdon't tell you & again...

anonymous user 2

Within each Yak, each $HOURS AR > SHARE

always in the loop

The original poster of a
Y,ak or 0P is always g "‘L" Easier said then done mama
given the aqua OP symbol i

This is the first commenter —
replying again as can be seen——— I'm searching for a new squad too
from their symbol A

This is the text box where the——
user composes their comment

SEND

The flag button allows a user
[{ESEEROGERS = EUBLEM i : to report the post if they find it
; objectionable

commenter is assigned a — Replies may also be up or
color and symbol (A) — Getaheisquac 4 — downvoted

This second commenter is —
3 4 a blue fl "1 You can join my squad, so far it only

assigned a blue tlame consists of me so everyone is

When Yik Yak first gained popularity, these symbolic identifiers did not exist. At the

time, users sometimes considered the app an echo chamber of sorts where a yakker could

respond to themselves without anyone knowing that the conversation takingrpparicular

yak involved only one individualn responsgthese colourful symbolic identifiers were

introduced along with the OP symbol. During the data collection period, the colorful symbols

had already been implemented so this was not an issuticalkection. Interestingly, though,

some yakkers seemed to express nostalgia for the old, completeglymous interface (Figure

10).

Figure 10. A Yakker Posts about the Original, Anonymous Interface

Remember when you could pretend to
be several different commenters on a
yak? Pepperidge Farm remembers
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Handles

The introducti on o,fthe iewesnitdratienof identifeerevoluttoe r n a me
on Yik Yak has arguably been the most talked about and controversial topic with regard to
identity in the app. On MarcH"82016, after more than three months of data collection for this
study, Yik Yakintrod ced a monumental change to the appli
allowed users to select a specific, unique handle which they could turn on or off while posting.
The handle would need to be toggled dtayf f 0 f or
completely anonymous and have no username associated with a post. Following this change, the
University of Manitoba feed was dominated by discussions of handle use and the impact it would
have on the application. Milaerapplicatienebecausecof tlasi me d  t
and others expressed disgruntlement and apprehension about the changgandtko
anonymity (Figure 1L Many accepted the feature and used it to create humorous and/or topical

handles which themselves became a ®piconversation.

Figure 11. Posts Expressing Concern Regarding Handles
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