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In a world overtaken by a virus causing physical illness, mental 1llnesses across the
globe have skyrocketed, and the conversation about these illnesses has slowly escaped
the shelter of shame and fear it has lived beneath for far too long. Most of the world
has been “held hostage” in their homes during lockdown, and people are faced with
loneliness, depression, and 1solation in a magnitude the world has never experienced.
With social media being one of the few ways to remain connected to others,
conversations about mental health over social media have become more common and
accepted than ever before. Since connection and belonging are core human needs and
social media will only continue to grow, this “trend” will not only last, but become the
status quo for the future.

Even before the worldwide pandemic, mental illness and social media usage were on
the rise, and COVID-19 has only increased these numbers. The range of mental
illnesses a person could have is endless, but two of the most common and the two that
have been shown to have a significant increase in 2020 are anxiety and depression.
According to Mental Health America, “in 2017-2018, 9% of adults experienced a
mental illness” and in 2020 the number of people seeking out help in regards to
anxiety and depression “skyrocketed” (mhanational.org). Since 2019, there has been a
93% increase in the number of anxiety screenings and a 62% increase in the number of
depression screenings (mhanational.org). These statistics are largely due to isolation
and loneliness brought on by the world-wide stay-at-home-orders. Not only have
people been isolated, but everyone and I mean EVERYONE, has had to face some sort

of grief and uncertainty as a result of the pandemic, and that process alone can have
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obvious result for anyone in a technology-driven society, including myself] 1s to turn to LOCKDOWN.

painful effects on a person’s mental health. With nowhere to go and no one to see, the
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Over the years, social media has grown into something
much bigger than a casual app people have on their phones.
It 1s a hub for connection, expression, inspiration,
news/entertainment, and community, what a perfect place
to go when government mandates keep you from seeing
other people in real life! As if we weren’t on our phones
enough, 29.7% of people began spending “1-2 additional
hours per day” on social media since March 2020 according
to Statista.com (Tankovska). The rise of loneliness, anxiety,
and depression combined with the rise of social media usage
across the world was bound to lead to a shift in what
content was being shared over social media.
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«Searching for Connection»
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With this collective experience and with social media becoming one
of the few ways to interact with others, people have begun to
normalize having conversations about their mental health online. It
has looked like anything from a vulnerable post, to specific accounts
being made to shed light on life with anxiety and depression. In his
book “Hit Makers”, Derek Thompson describes that, “the
architecture of the human mind is ancient, and the most basic human
needs- to belong, to escape, to aspire, to understand, to be
understood are eternal.” (Thompson, 6). It’s these types of posts and
accounts that have created a space online for people to feel
connected, seen, and understood and I believe that 1t’s this positive
result that has made this such a hit for people in the past year. |
personally experienced the benefits of the normalization of these
conversations online when I had to move home from another country
in April of last yvear because of the pandemic. I, like many other
people, grieved the loss of my community, my rhythm, and my
freedom as I sat in a room by myself day after day and I wrestled
with my self-worth, my purpose, and my trauma. I, also like other
people, started using social media significantly more and while
unhealthy at times, I ended up finding resources that have given me
tools to face and heal my anxiety, depression, and childhood wounds.
Never before this pandemic was a conversation on social media about
struggling with mental illness so common and encouraged; before the
pandemic, the conversation about increased social media usage was a
much more negative narrative than it is now,
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Before 2020, studies were being shown about how social
media may be linked to depression in young adults and teens
because of the social comparison on the apps; there was this
unspoken pressure of always seeming happy, thriving, and
put together (Time.com). With this in mind, you may be
questioning how increased use of social media with almost
no in-person interactions over the course of a year could
possibly aid in the decrease of anxiety and depression caused
by social media. With the pandemic mandates, there 1s no
longer space for the comparison of your low days to someone
else’s “highlight reel” on Instagram or Facebook because no
one 1s out having fun. Everyone in the world 1s stuck at
home, running out of things to keep them entertained and
distracted, facing their inner demons, and doing all of it (for
the most part) alone. Whether someone experienced some
sort of mental illness before the pandemic or not, everyone
at this point has had to wrestle with anxiety and uncertainty.
As Jessica Gold puts 1t 1in her article for Time Magazine, the
pandemic has been an “equalizer” of sorts, meaning no one
has been excluded from the effects; students, mothers,
business owners, even celebrities- everyone has been
impacted by COVID-19 and has been forced to be
vulnerable by not posting “the perfectly curated images, in
part because they have to” but also because “this moment
calls for people to just be more real” (Time.com). It’s this
trend of “realness” over social media that has provided a
special way to heal, connect, and be supported by people
that are physically distant. The pandemic has transformed
social media from a comparison battleground into a
community of uplifting support and resources in a time of
collective 1solation and grief.

Photographer Haruka Sakaguchi :
“This is me in multiple exposures
trying to stay busy and productive
throughout the day, so my mind
doesn’t wander off to dark places.”
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Since social media isn’t going anywhere any time soon and people
have experienced the positive effects of this type of vulnerability
online, this “trend” will long outlast the pandemic. Humans have a
natural fight or flight response and there 1s a receptor in our brains
that 1s constantly analyzing if something 1s safe or not, this process is
called neuroception (elitecme.com). If someone has had a negative
experience with vulnerability- a negative response on social media
for example- their brains signal to them that vulnerability over social
media 1s dangerous and a threat... so they (we) avoid it to stay “safe”!
In his book “Hit Makers", Derek Thompson describes how
psychologists have said, “if you’ve seen it before, 1t hasn’t killed you
yet”, meaning that familiarity creates a sense of safety (Thompson,
69). People have needed to familiarize themselves with these types of
posts before feeling safe enough to partake in them. Since
conversations about mental health were not common until recent
years, not many people were brave enough to engage in this act of
vulnerability, that receptor in their brain was going off yelling,
“DANGER. DANGER. DO NOT PROCEED”. After a few brave
souls with big followings made the leap and were followed by an
astounding positive response, 1t seems as though there has been a
collective switch of that response, which 1s now signaling “it 1s safe to
proceed”. Now the beautiful fruits of community and connection,
grown from the risk of being vulnerable, are being experienced.
Since people typically continue engaging with things and people that
their neuroreceptors have identified as “safe” and beneficial, and
since social media will only continue to grow and change over time,
these conversations about mental health will continue growing along
with 1t.

«Hugs during Covid-19 Pandemic»
www.albello.com/portraits

Humans are wired for connection, so when we are forced 1nto
1solation, our natural response 1s to find and create community
in whatever ways possible. Just like Tom Hanks created a
community with a volleyball he named Wilson in the movie
“Gast Away”’, we have made social media our “Wilson” on with
whom we can share our highs and the now more frequent lows.
Belonging and being understood and loved by others are vital
human needs, being vulnerable is at the core of getting these
needs met, and vulnerability about mental illnesses on social
media is just the beginning of true connection. Like having a
volleyball as a best friend, there are some limitations to living a
life that’s online, but it works- and during a time where an
in-person social life is practically impossible and mental illness
struggles are on the rise, it has become a very positive outlet
for many. Through this trend, the stigmatization of talking
about mental health has diminished and people are learning
that they are not alone in their struggles, it’s this healthy
outcome that leads me to believe that well after the pandemic,
this won’t just be a trend of the past, but a beautiful norm for
the future.
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