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Abstract
Online fora are one of the oldest spaces for internet
communication. These fora provide internet users
the opportunity to connect with others of simi-
lar interests and experiences. Online mental health
communities are fora for individuals that wish to
connect with others based on a shared mental health
experience. These digital ecosystems offer an avenue
for seeking advice or validation, as well as for freely
sharing experiences with similar others within a cul-
ture of reduced stigma and social support.
Reddit is a popular and readily accessible plat-
form that hosts moderated communities known as
subreddits, which include communities for mental
health concerns such as depression, anxiety, trauma
and eating disorders. This study is an analysis of
data collected from the r/depression subreddit by
way of the Reddit application programming inter-
face. A conceptual framework was developed for
preparing and evaluating the data by way of an em-
pirical content analysis. The content analysis was
conducted on 11 975 posts generated from 9 593
unique user accounts over a 56-day period.
The analysis of user behaviour in this subreddit re-
lates to general engagement, the temporal attributes
of the dataset, and the demographic and geographic
attributes of the users. This investigation provides
insights into the words most frequently used in
posts made to this subreddit, the time of day and
day of the week that most individuals posted to
the forum, the age and locational distribution of
r/depression subreddit users accounted for in the
dataset and how these insights relate to the global
prevalence of depression.
Keywords: depression, mental health, social media,

online mental health communities, Reddit

1 Introduction
Reddit is a community-based and largely peer-
driven social media platform where users join on-
line spaces known as subreddits that revolve around
a topic of interest. These subreddits act as com-
munities of practice and discourse, as information
surrounding the common topic is exchanged, inter-
acted with or debated in posts and comment threads
where anyone can contribute. A Reddit post con-
sists of a title that may contain up to 300 charac-
ters and the body of a post with a limit of 40 000
characters. Anyone is able to interact with a post by
commenting or voting it up or down on the sub-
reddit, given that the capability to interact with a
Reddit user’s content has been made available. Up-
votes and downvotes are a way of signifying to mem-
bers of the subreddit or members just viewing the
subreddit that a post or comment is relevant and
contributes to the subreddit positively. Any Reddit
user may add a comment of at most 10 000 charac-
ters under a post, and posts may include additional
subreddit-specific tags known as flairs.
Reddit is free to use, with the option to gain pre-
mium access at a monthly or annual subscription
fee. Reddit Premium enables users to gain access
to exclusive content and browse the platform with-
out advertisements. There is also Reddit-exclusive
currency called coins that may be used to purchase
customisations, avatar gear and awards that may be
gifted to other users’ posts. Reddit users are in-
centivised with achievements and “karma” points,
which is a system that reflects user’s contributions
on the platform through posting, commenting, giv-
ing awards and having their posts be interacted
with.
Reddit users may decide how anonymous they
would like to be by generating a profile and an avatar
in the form of the Reddit mascot named Snoo. Red-
dit identifies its users by the prefix “u/” followed by
their username of choice, and subreddits are identi-
fied by the prefix “r/” followed by the name of the
subreddit, in the same way that an X (the platform

This work is licensed under CC BY SA 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit

The copyright remains with the author.

1

mailto:maraisk@sun.ac.za
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Journal of the Digital Humanities Association of Southern Africa, Vol. 5, No. 2

formerly known as Twitter) user is identified by a
commercial ‘at’ symbol (@) and a topic known as a
hashtag is identified by an octothorpe (#).

1.1 Online mental health
communities

Subreddits may represent broad topics such as
sports, gaming, crypto, television and business.
Other subreddits may be more niche topics that
may or may not form part of the discourse of
the broader subreddits, like the Premier League,
Minecraft, Bitcoin, The Amazing Race and Tesla.
Most subreddits are user-generated and may be as
ambiguous or as specific as is deemed appropriate.
The subreddit communities exist independent of
one another; each subreddit has its own users, rules
and content that may overlap with another sub-
reddit. There are more than 100 thousand active
subreddits on the platform, and Reddit users have
been diligent in posting the appropriate content to
the appropriate subreddit. Upvoting and downvot-
ing posts allows users to inform what is relevant
and important for a subreddit or not, which fur-
ther encourages and incentivises users to post rel-
evant content. However, the platform is not im-
mune to the presence of unrelated and “clickbait”
content.
All online spaces are always subject to antisocial be-
haviours in the form of spam, trolling and harass-
ment. This includes community-based platforms
that are considered to be safe havens for avid mem-
bers or individuals seeking a sense of community
and social support. There are often rules of engage-
ment proposed within each space relative to the na-
ture of the subreddits. Fora are typically monitored
by moderators that ensure that the content shared
adheres to the subreddit guidelines, that it is credi-
ble and does not promote harmful behaviour (Saha
et al. 2020).
In the case of online mental health communities
(OMHCs), strict moderation is required to protect
the well-being of members of those communities.
These spaces allow for individuals to disclose expe-

riences that may be sensitive or stigmatising, as well
as to facilitate peer-to-peer support. Moderation
within OMHCs requires that support and privacy
for disclosure is upheld, with Saha et al. (2020) rais-
ing the need for counsellors and psychiatrists to be
present in these communities to ensure the quality
and credibility of the content being shared.

1.2 Community guidelines for
r/depression

It is imperative to the integrity of any analytical re-
search that the context of the environment from
where the text originates is disclosed. This study
considers the OMHC that is the r/depression sub-
reddit, which has amassed more than 1.04 million
subscribers as of August 2024. The subreddit was
established on 1 January 2009 and in the subreddit
description it is stated that the community is strictly
focused, as depression is difficult to talk about. In-
dividuals posting to the subreddit do not need to
be formally diagnosed with depression, but it is fur-
ther stated in the description that individuals who
do post must request support. The rules of the
r/depression subreddit, as compiled by the modera-
tors of this space, are paraphrased as follows:

1. Individuals who choose to post must request
support for depressive disorders relating to
themselves or for someone close to them.

2. Replies to any posts must show empathy to-
wards the original poster (OP). There should
not be any attempt to display sentiments of
“tough love” or to encourage debate.

3. Anyone who would like to offer help or sup-
port should do so publicly in the comments
and not through private messages or through
the chat function.

4. Posts and responses must demonstrate under-
standing or an attempt to understand and
must include sufficient information to provide
meaningful support.

5. While stories of personal success may be inspir-
ing to some, others in the subreddit may find
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such content painful and demoralising. Users
are prohibited from posting content that puts
themselves above others.

6. Users are not allowed to share patronising con-
tent of any kind, which includes messages
following the sentiment of “it gets better”
that would encourage an unhealthy outcome-
based mindset.

7. Users may not give or request diagnoses or
any clinical advice, nor advocate for or against
treatments and self-help strategies. Other
subreddits relating to this have been recom-
mended, should that be a space that someone
needs.

8. Posts sharing information about methods for
inciting any forms of self-harm or validating
self-destructive intent are strongly prohibited.
Other subreddits with information specifically
relating to self-harm have been hyperlinked.

9. Community members should not encourage
rule-breaking or posting of unrelated content.

10. There should be no forms of activism, debate
or unapproved surveys, which includes infor-
mal questions and polls. It is emphasised that
the purpose of this particular subreddit is to
provide a support space.

11. There should be no self-promotion of any
kind, including works of creative writing or
any other art.

12. No one is allowed to request or offer money,
goods, or services.

Members of the subreddit are encouraged to report
any behaviour that transgresses the rules that have
been set in place to maintain the emotional and
physical safety of other members of the subreddit.
As of August 2024, there were eleven moderators
that manage the subreddit and update the page and
additional sources [1] regularly. Moderators would
typically be community members of that subreddit
and serve on a voluntary basis without compensa-
tion (Matias 2019). This may be considered ben-
eficial to the subreddit, since the moderators are

of the community and understand the complexi-
ties of interactions on the OMHC, but may also be
detrimental to their own psychological distress and
are at risk of burnout resulting from engaging with
triggering or harmful content and users (Schöpke-
Gonzalez et al. 2024).

2 Related work
Data generated in Reddit OMHCs have resulted
in research primarily concerned with the detection
and prediction of health issues (Proferes et al. 2021).
Balani & De Choudhury (2015) used data generated
on Reddit for the detection of mental health self-
disclosure levels. Self-disclosure is said to be an im-
portant social behaviour that increases social sup-
port (Bak et al. 2014), and this data can prove very
useful for examining health-related discourse on-
line. Aladağ et al. (2018) used publicly available Red-
dit post data to apply sentiment analysis and other
tools measuring linguistic characteristics to detect
suicidal ideation in Reddit users’ posts. De Choud-
hury et al. (2016) also investigated Reddit data in the
detection of suicide ideation, and provided a statis-
tical methodology to derive distinct markers which
identify and predict users that are likely to engage in
suicidal ideation.
There exists the stigma that social media use is only
a contributing factor to poor mental health and
symptoms of depression. Cunningham et al. (2021)
conducted a meta-analytic study on social network
site (SNS) use and depression symptoms, with a fo-
cus on time spent using SNSs, the extent of use and
the problematic use of SNSs. They recommended
that research considering problematic SNS use as
the primary construct driving this relation should
focus on the ways in which individuals engage in
patterns of problematic use of social media. A study
by Seabrook et al. (2016) found that there is a corre-
lation between SNS use and mental illness and well-
being, and that, whether this relationship is posi-
tive or negative, it is dependent on the quality of so-
cial factors within the SNS environment. In other
words, positive interactions and supportive social
cohesion related to lower levels of anxiety and de-
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pression, whereas negative experiences and social
comparisons (as opposed to social connectedness)
related to higher levels of depression and anxiety.
The study concluded that a greater understanding
of these relationships can unlock the potential of
SNSs to positively influence mental health. These
contrasting perspectives converge to the same con-
clusion; that there is an opportunity to leverage in-
sights from engagement on SNSs to promote mech-
anisms for improving mental well-being.
The role of SNSs, and particularly OMHC, is not
to replace the role of treatment that would be fa-
cilitated by a mental health practitioner, but may
provide therapeutic support in moments of cri-
sis. Moreover, engaging with similar others helps
reduce feelings of loneliness, encourages individ-
uals to be more informed, and may lead to self-
efficacy of individuals in seeking professional sup-
port (Prescott et al. 2020). Suler (2004) posits that
online fora offer less inhibited spaces for mental
health-related disclosure and social support by af-
fording users a chance at anonymity, invisibility and
asynchronicity. Saha et al. (2020) proffers that ef-
fective support on OMHCs manifests as complex
language factors, such as verbosity, diversity, expres-
sions of positive affect, adaptability in responses, a
dynamic writing style, and both emotional and in-
formational support. Chen & Xu (2021) found that
users that experience social support and empathy in
OMHCs tend to express support and empathy to
others, and encourages users to post more.

3 Data collection

Data from the r/depression subreddit were ob-
tained through the Reddit application program-
ming interface (API) (Reddit Inc. 2005). An ap-
plication with unique client credentials was regis-
tered within Reddit’s development framework and
OAuth 2.0 authentication protocols were employed
to ensure secure access to the API. Reddit’s API
infrastructure was used in the scripting for access-
ing data from the subreddit. This was done to en-
sure that data extraction aligned with the platform’s
data access policies and API governance framework.
This approach is also resilient to changes made
to access via third-party services such as Pushshift,
where access via these retrieval systems may change
subject to Reddit’s terms of service and API usage
guidelines. Accessing the API using Reddit’s API
infrastructure does mean that limited data can be
extracted per request. For this study, this meant that
the most recent posts made to the subreddit were ex-
tracted once every few days.
The data collection process began on 16 April 2023
and ended on 11 June 2023. Data were scraped peri-
odically within this time period and a total of 12 133
unique posts were obtained over the 56 days. The
statistics of the Reddit data used in this study are
summarised in Table 1. The conceptual framework
for data evaluation and content analysis (Drisko &
Maschi 2016) is represented in Figure 1.
Data were collected every few days since posts made

Table 1: A summary of the statistics of the Reddit posts collected for this study.

Final number of Reddit posts 11 975.00
Original number of posts collected 12 133.00
Posts from deleted accounts removed 80.00
Non-English posts removed 78.00

Number of unique user accounts that posted during the data collection period 9 593.00
Mean number of posts made per day 213.84
Number of unique words contained in the corpus 12 857.00
Mean word length per post 178.07
Maximum word length of a post 5 192.00
Maximum number of upvotes for a post 1 340.00
Maximum number of comments under a post 188.00

This work is licensed under CC BY SA 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit

The copyright remains with the author.

4

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Journal of the Digital Humanities Association of Southern Africa, Vol. 5, No. 2

C
ol

lec
tio

n
Pr

oc
es

sin
g

C
on

te
nt

an
aly

sis
Data collection from
Reddit (n = 12 133)

Posts after deleted ac-
counts removed (n = 12 053) Posts from deleted accounts (n = 80)

Posts after remove non-
English posts (n = 11 975) Non-English posts (n = 78)

Posts included in the
study (n = 11 975) Geolocation extraction

Temporal extractionWord cloud generation

Figure 1: A conceptual framework of the content analysis of the r/depression subreddit.

to a subreddit were not made as frequently as posts
generated on non-community-based social media
platforms. Additionally, there is a limited rate
of 1 000 data entries per request that may be re-
trieved from a particular subreddit via the Reddit
API. This limit is imposed to assist with server load,
data storage and improved user experience. No
comments or comment threads on posts were col-
lected during the collection period.
There were 80 accounts that were deleted by users
during the data collection process. The posts that
were made from the later deleted accounts were
subsequently removed from the dataset to ensure
the integrity of each user’s privacy was maintained.
Thereafter, a further 78 posts were identified as
non-English posts by way of the ‘langdetect’ au-
tomated language detector in Python. The lan-
guages of the posts that were removed along with
the ISO 639-1 codes are summarised in Table 2. It

was assumed that all posts that were identified as
English posts were written in English. The lan-
guage detector was not accurate at identifying the
languages of the non-English posts, especially in the
case where posts were too short or when special
characters or emoticons were used as text. The lan-
guage detector would classify URL links or sym-
bols it was unfamiliar with into an “unknown”
category. Thus, the non-English posts that were
removed were manually evaluated as to whether
they should or should not be included in the final
dataset. The final dataset contained 11 975 posts
from 9 593 unique accounts.

4 Data analysis
Further analysis of the Reddit data was conducted
to investigate the ways in which the subreddit com-
munity members that were captured during data
collection use the platform for sharing their expe-
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Table 2: A summary of the non-English languages posts removed from the original dataset.

Language ISO 639-1 code Posts removed
Catalan ca 3
Danish da 3
German de 3
Spanish es 24
Estonian et 3
French fr 1
Indonesian id 1
Korean ko 1
Portuguese pt 6
Romanian, Moldavian, Moldovan ro 1
Somali so 3
Swedish sv 5
Turkish tr 3
Unknown – 20
Vietnamese vi 1

riences of depression and whether there are under-
lying trends in the behaviour of these users in this
community when posting to Reddit. The analysis
focuses on attributes of general engagement, tem-
poral, demographic and geographic attributes ob-
served in the corpus.

4.1 General engagement
The body of Reddit posts from the r/depression
subreddit were used as the data for the investigations
conducted in this study. However, it is important to
state that Reddit users in the dataset often used the
title of the post for the main messaging. Individu-
als may opt to type posts with concise titles rather
than more substantial messages in the body of the
post. It was often the case that users would just re-
fer anyone viewing their post to the title to satisfy
the requirement of having text in the title and in the
main text. There is a degree of information that is
lost due to only considering the main text of Reddit
posts, but it is assumed that the information that ex-
ists in the character limit of a post title is not as rich
as the text that exists within the character limit of
the main post text.
The data collected contained no duplicates, which
is defined as the same post generated by the same
user at the same time. However, there were mul-
tiple posts made at different timestamps that con-

tained identical information in either the title or
the main post text and were posted in close succes-
sion within the span of a few minutes. In some in-
stances, these anomalous posts were posted from
the same account with minor alterations either to
the original or from the previous post. This al-
lows the OP to gain more engagement across mul-
tiple posts, with the hopes that other individuals in
this OMHC may reach out to them and offer sup-
port. In other instances, the dataset contained posts
with identical text made from two or more separate
accounts. It is assumed that these identical posts
were made by the same user, and may have felt com-
fortable seeking help through increased anonymity
by posting from multiple accounts. Only 13.25%
of the 9 593 user accounts that posted during the
data collection period posted more than once on the
subreddit, with one Reddit account posting to the
r/depression subreddit a maximum of 41 times dur-
ing the 56-day data collection period.
The corpus of posts contained 12 857 unique
words. Figure 2 shows the 200 most frequently oc-
curring words out of the corpus of posts, excluding
commonly occurring stop words. Posts from the
dataset extracted from this subreddit contained an
average of 178.07 (σ = 195.84) words per post, and
the longest post consisted of 5 192 words.
The most frequently used words in the cor-
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Figure 2: A word cloud of the 200 most frequently occurring words from all of the r/depression dataset.

pus (excluding stop words) were “like” (16 078),
“feel” (14 513), “life” (10 044) and “want” (9 884).
Posts on this subreddit often centred around how
the OP feels and the desires for something other
than feelings associated with depression. This
is reflected in the frequent use of first-person
stop words such as “I” (173 581), “am” (31 611),

“my” (46 587) and “me” (29 335). The text has not
been stemmed for this analysis, and hence words
such as “feeling” (3 140), “depression” (4 367)
and “thinking” (1 260) appear in the most fre-
quently used word list alongside “feel” (14 513),
“depressed” (2 421) and “think” (4 735), respec-
tively.
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Figure 3: The number of posts made each day on the r/depression subreddit.
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4.2 Temporal attributes

Figure 3 is a bar chart of the number of posts made
to the subreddit of each day of data collection, ex-
cluding the first and last days. The days excluded
did not include all posts made within the 24-hour
cycle of that day.
All times and dates are relative to South African
Standard Time (SAST), which is two hours ahead
of Coordinated Universal Time (UCT+02:00).
The dotted red line represents the mean number of
posts per day over the 56-day data collection period.
The mean number of daily posts made to the sub-
reddit during this period was 213.84 posts per day.
The day that incurred the most posts of the days ob-
served was 2 May 2023 with 282 posts. There is no
prominent consensual theme of the posts made on
this day, but this date is significant to most countries
in the world that observe International Labour Day
or Workers’ Day. Countries in different time zones
would have observed a public holiday around this
time and may explain the reason for the increased
number of posts made on this day.
The total number of posts from the considered
dataset made on different days of the week are plot-
ted in Figure 4. Increased posting activity on the
r/depression subreddit were seen on Mondays and
Tuesdays. Saturdays were the days that fewer posts
were made to the community.
Engagement with the posts on Reddit take place
asynchronously and over time, as is the nature of
online fora (Hunt & Brookes 2020). Once a user
has generated their post, users are able to engage
with the content for as long as it is visible on the fo-
rum page. The forms of engagement with Reddit
posts are through upvotes and comments. Down-
votes are also recorded by Reddit but not explicitly
publicly available to Reddit users. The post with
the most upvotes obtained 1 340 upvotes and the
post with the most comments generated 188 com-
ments.
Figure 5 is a bar chart of the total upvotes and to-
tal comments that posts made on particular days of
the week have accumulated. Posts made on Mon-
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Figure 4: A bar chart of the total number of posts
made to r/depression on different days of the week.

days received more engagement in the form of up-
votes, and posts made on Saturdays received more
engagement in the form of comments, relative to
posts made on other days of the week. Posts within
OMHCs do not necessarily strive for increased en-
gagement for traditional social acclaim, since these
spaces generally serve as a platform for support and
validation.
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Figure 5: A bar chart of the total engagement on posts
made to r/depression on different days of the week.

The time of day of when posts are made is a signif-
icant factor to consider in the case of a depression-
centred community. Figure 6 is a radar plot of the
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Figure 6: A radar plot depicting the frequency of posts
made to r/depression relative to the time of day in
South African Standard Time.

total number of posts made over the duration of
the data collection period relative to the hour of the
day it was posted in SAST. It is noted that there is
a sustained increase in the number of posts made
from 10 PM until 5 AM. De Choudhury et al. (2013)
have shown that people living with depression have

increased social media activity later at night. Becker
& Lienesch (2018), as well as Woods & Scott (2016),
found an association between nighttime social me-
dia use and depressive symptoms.
The appeal of an online forum such as r/depression
is the concept of asynchronicity, where interactions
on the forum do not require the simultaneous par-
ticipation of all of the members (Hunt & Brookes
2020). Suler (2004) explained that asynchronicity
provides flexible temporal demands, such that more
time and thought can be dedicated to crafting con-
tributions to the forum. Additionally, users sharing
information on the subreddit may gain a sense of
comfort in having the option to disclose as much or
as little information as they are comfortable with.
Thus, there is no time that is universally opportune
for all users of the subreddit.
The frequency of posts relative to the time of day
is subject to bias, since the posts would have been
made at different times of the day for different time
zones. The hours of the day with the highest and
the lowest frequency of posting activity relative to
different time zones across the world are indicated
in Figure 7 and Figure 8, respectively.
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Figure 7: World clocks depicting the hour of highest posting frequency to the r/depression subreddit. The white
clock faces depict the ante meridiem (AM) time and the grey clock faces represent post meridiem (PM) time.
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Figure 8: World clocks depicting the hour of lowest posting frequency to the r/depression subreddit. The white
clock faces depict the ante meridiem (AM) time and the grey clock faces represent post meridiem (PM) time.

The busiest time for posting to the r/depression
subreddit from the collected dataset took place be-
tween 3 AM and 4 AM SAST, followed closely by
between 5AM and 6AM SAST. These times corre-
spond to nighttime activity for individuals from the
United States of America (USA) who form the ma-
jority of Reddit users and the majority of this sub-
reddit. The activity would thus be busiest between
6 PM and 7 PM Los Angeles time (UTC−07:00)
and between 9 PM and 10 PM New York time
(UTC−04:00). The times with the lowest degree
of posting activity on the subreddit was between
11 AM and 12 PM SAST, which corresponds to 2–
3 AM Los Angeles time and 5–6 AM New York

time. The second lowest degree of posting activity
to the subreddit took place between 1PM and 2PM
SAST.

4.3 Demographic and geographic
attributes

Demographic and geographic location are impor-
tant attributes to consider in the analysis of Reddit
user behaviour. The Reddit user base is predomi-
nantly male users (64.9%) and users tend to use Red-
dit largely to look for entertaining content (DataRe-
portal 2023). Figure 9 contains a pie chart of the per-
centage of all active Reddit users aged 16 to 64 that

Looking for funny or entertaining content (34.4%)
Keep up to date with news and current events (30.9%)
Follow or research brands and products (27.9%)
Post or share photos or videos (13.8%)
Message friends and family (8.4%)

Figure 9: The proportion of activities that active Reddit users aged 16 to 64 prefer engaging in on the platform.
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specify using the platform for each kind of activ-
ity based on information collected by DataReportal
(2023).
The ages of the r/depression subreddit members
that posted during the data collection period was ac-
quired through the extraction of the ages disclosed
in the Reddit posts. There is no convention for how
or why individuals decide to disclose their age and
is often shared as an additional layer of context to
the information provided in the post. Reddit is a
platform for younger users, with the posts consid-
ered in this study made by individuals as young as 10
years and as old as 70 years. The age distribution
of the 1 707 individuals that disclosed their ages in
their posts is plotted in Figure 10.
The Reddit API does not allow access to geoloca-
tion data of where the post originated. Inferences
about the location of users were made based on the
post text and any mention of geography. Geopolit-
ical entities and locations were extracted from each
Reddit post in the dataset to identify which regions
were mentioned and were further evaluated man-

ually to determine which country each post may
have originated from. The locations that were men-
tioned were tallied and are represented in Figure 11
as the shaded regions.
Not all Reddit posts in the dataset contained in-
formation regarding cities, countries or continents.
Some countries may not be represented in the
shaded areas of the map. This is a result of the re-
moval of non-English languages spoken in these re-
gions having been removed during the preprocess-
ing of the corpus data or some posts that would
refer to wider regions like Europe or the Middle
East as opposed to a specific country. Reddit is also
more popular in certain countries than in others,
which may inform bias as to the users that are on
the platform. Figure 12 contains a diagram of the
rankings of countries with the highest prevalence
of depression in 2023 (World Population Review
2023) and the largest global traffic to Reddit (Sem-
rush 2023) compared to the rankings of the coun-
tries that were referenced most in the extracted Red-
dit posts.
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Figure 10: A bar chart of the number of individuals per age interval who disclosed their ages in posts on the
r/depression subreddit.
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Figure 11: A world map of the frequency of countries of origin mentioned in posts in the r/depression subreddit
dataset.

Prevalence of depression

Ukraine (6.3%)

United States (5.9%)

Australia (5.9%)

Estonia (5.9%)

Brazil (5.8%)

Greece (5.7%)

Portugal (5.7%)

Belarus (5.6%)

Finland (5.6%)

Lithuania (5.6%)

Russia (5.5%)

Cuba (5.5%)

Percentage of global
traffic share to Reddit

United States (42.95%)

United Kingdom (5.46%)

India (5.18%)

Canada (5.01%)

Australia (3.54%)

Germany (3.49%)

France (2.97%)

Brazil (2.62%)

Netherlands (2.55%)

Sweden (2.05%)

Spain (1.99%)

Italy (1.88%)

Number of Reddit posts refer-
encing country of occupancy

United States (146)

United Kingdom (36)

Canada (27)

Germany (16)

India (15)

Japan (7)

Turkey (7)

Italy (6)

Vietnam (5)

Brazil (4)

Netherlands (4)

Mexico (4)

Figure 12: A connection diagram mapping the placement of the top 12 countries in terms of prevalence of de-
pression, the percentage of global traffic share to Reddit and number of Reddit posts which reference country of
occupancy.

The United States of America, the United King-
dom, Canada, India and Germany were of the coun-
tries that were explicitly mentioned in the dataset

most often. These countries also appear in the
top 12 countries with the highest traffic share to
Reddit (Semrush 2023). The United States appears
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near the top of all of the rankings in terms of preva-
lence of depression, global traffic to Reddit and ref-
erences made in the subreddit dataset. Countries
with increased prevalence of depression that are not
mentioned in the Reddit corpus are Ukraine, Esto-
nia, Belarus, Finland and Lithuania. This is, in part,
because Estonian posts were removed from the cor-
pus, and largely because these countries were im-
plicated in the Russo-Ukrainian War in 2023. It is
not possible to accurately determine the degree of
proportionality between prevalence of depression,
use of Reddit and participation in the r/depression
subreddit. This is because the geographic loca-
tions of Reddit users were inferred from their text
only.
The map in Figure 11 and the information in Fig-
ure 12 is compared with the map in Figure 13 which
depicts the prevalence of depression for all coun-
tries (World Population Review 2023). Countries
with higher rates of prevalence of depression are
shaded darker than countries with lower rates of de-
pression prevalence. Correlation statistics based on
the frequency that countries are mentioned in the
dataset with the prevalence of depression in that
country and the percentage of traffic share from that

country to Reddit is summarised in Table 3.
The Spearman and Kendall correlation coeffi-
cients indicate a weak positive correlation between
the mentioned countries and their corresponding
prevalence of depression with high statistical signif-
icance (p < 0.01). These correlation coefficients
may be a result of limited geolocation data avail-
able and extrapolating meaning from direct men-
tions of locations in the Reddit posts. The correla-
tion statistics also indicate a moderately strong pos-
itive correlation between the mentioned countries
in the dataset and the corresponding percentage of
global traffic share to Reddit from those countries
with high statistical significance. Thus, there exists
some correlation between the prevalence of depres-
sion within a country and the likelihood for some-
one from that country to post about their experi-
ence about depression on the subreddit.

5 Discussion and conclusion
This investigation explored the ways in which in-
dividuals on the r/depression subreddit interacted
with and in an OMHC. People of diverse ages,
habits and geographies meet in this community to
share and to provide and receive support for them-

Prevalence

3.0% 3.5% 4.0% 4.5% 5.0% 5.5% 6.0% 6.5%

Figure 13: A world map of the prevalence of depression in 2023.
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Table 3: The correlation statistics comparing the frequency of countries mentioned in the dataset with the coun-
try’s prevalence of depression and the percentage of global traffic share to Reddit.

Prevalence Reddit share
Frequency Spearman’s rho Correlation coefficient 0.273 0.692

Significance level p < 0.01 p < 0.01
N 180 76

Kendall’s tau Correlation coefficient 0.217 0.552
Significance level p < 0.01 p < 0.01
N 180 76

selves or for individuals they know are living with
depression. The subreddit is a forum dedicated to a
culture of safety and a source of support where in-
dividuals use the space in ways that make them feel
most comfortable. The analysis of general engage-
ment showed that some individuals who post to
the r/depression subreddit may have multiple user
accounts. This is based on at least one instance
where two posts, identical in title and main text,
were made nine minutes apart from two different
accounts. Feelings of anonymity provide individu-
als with the confidence to engage from a position of
safety, to express freely and openly, and to overcome
social barriers by exploring a new or other facet of
their identity without fear of prejudice.
There were 8 322 accounts that only posted once
in the data collection period, signifying that it is
less common to post often in this subreddit. There
are users who have posted to this subreddit multi-
ple times, often to seek support or validation. Indi-
viduals on this subreddit tended to share informa-
tion that may be relevant or helpful to others, but
also as a means of release and venting. The aver-
age Reddit post in the dataset consisted of 178.07
(σ = 195.84) words per post. Some posts were more
substantial and very detailed, with the longest post
in terms of word count containing 5 192 words.
Shorter posts tended to express a single sentiment
or ask a question. These questions may have been
rhetorical exclamation or an earnest plea. The most
common words used on this subreddit (excluding
stop words) were “like” (16 078), “feel” (14 513),
“life” (10 044) and “want” (9 884).
The investigation of temporal attributes to post-

ing on the subreddit yielded observations regard-
ing posting habits. An average of 213.84 posts were
made per day to the r/depression subreddit. Most
posts were made at the start of the week, which were
on Mondays and Tuesdays. Posts made on Mon-
days received more upvotes and posts made on Sat-
urdays received more comments. This is indicative
of individuals being on Reddit and engaging with
other posts through upvotes and comments over
weekends and at the start of the week. Upvotes
also occur at a higher frequency to comments be-
ing generated. The most frequent time of posts be-
ing made to the subreddit occurred from 10 PM to
5 AM SAST. This result may be interpreted differ-
ently when considering the time zones representa-
tive of the majority user demographic of the sub-
reddit, which are individuals from the USA. The
increased activity shows more posts occurring be-
tween 1PM and 8PM for users in Los Angeles, with
the most frequent posting activity taking place be-
tween 6–7 PM. For individuals in New York, the
increased posting activity may be seen between 4–
11PM, with the highest posting frequency hour tak-
ing place between 9–10 PM. It is assumed that the
percentages of global traffic share to Reddit is rep-
resentative of the proportions of individuals that
post in the r/depression subreddit based on the cor-
relation statistics indicating a significant positive re-
lationship between these two variables. It follows
that the times that the most frequent posting activ-
ity took place between the early afternoon to late
evenings for most of the Reddit users. Following
this, fewer posts were made during the early morn-
ing hours of the day.
The analysis of the demographic and geographic at-
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tributes of users’ posts revealed that the age distribu-
tion of Reddit platform users is skewed to younger
audiences, which is also represented in the age dis-
tribution of individuals posting to the r/depression
subreddit. While geographic data of the Reddit
users were not accessible via the Reddit API, it was
possible to extract regional information from the
text of posts if a user has explicitly disclosed this in-
formation. There were no assumptions made that
a region mentioned in a post represented the actual
location of the user, hence a manual evaluation of
each post with regional information was conducted
and the location at a country-level was ascertained.
There was a strong positive correlation between the
frequency of countries mentioned in Reddit posts
and the countries with the highest global traffic
share to Reddit. There was a weak positive correla-
tion between a country’s prevalence of depression
and the frequency of countries mentioned. This
weak correlation may be due to the posts from those
countries being excluded from the dataset.
The insights from this investigation provide a snap-
shot of the interactions of people engaged on the
r/depression subreddit during a particular point in
time. The nature of the OMHC changes as the cir-
cumstances of the forum members change. Con-
venience to post and engage with posts may be
the reason for an increase in the number of posts
made in a day around the same time as a multina-
tional public holiday compared to the rest of the
days considered in the study. Similarly, the relation-
ship between depressive symptoms and nighttime
social media use is represented in the increased activ-
ity during post meridiem times for the majority of
r/depression subreddit users. Results may vary from
other datasets captured at different times of the year
and in the context of other current events. The use
of automated tools to extract meaningful informa-
tion may include translation of non-English texts.
Data may also be collected over greater periods to in-
vestigate whether global and country-specific news
impacts users’ participation in OMHCs.
This investigation only explores the meta-properties
of the subreddit posts. Future work will consider

the content of the posts by way of natural language
processing (NLP). Text data, particularly from so-
cial media, are often unstructured and noisy be-
cause it is sparse or incomplete (Egger & Yu 2022).
Despite this, the short form of posts published on
social media is appealing to some when it comes
to expression (Sabate et al. 2014). Regardless of
platform preferences and the kinds of content that
social media users choose to consume, it is clear
that stories and messages are being exchanged. Fu-
ture work will be to apply topic modelling on the
subreddit data, which is a form of text mining by
which to identify main themes or topics within
a collection of text documents. Interpretation of
these models, as with most NLP models, relies on
manual evaluation and domain knowledge to vali-
date the results (Egger & Yu 2022). Advancements
in large language models have made it accessible
for researchers to employ topic models beyond the
traditional probabilistic approaches such as latent
Dirichlet allocation (Blei et al. 2003). The use of
linear algebraic models such as non-negative ma-
trix factorisation (Lee & Seung 2001) and embed-
ding models such as Top2Vec (Angelov 2020) and
BERTopic (Grootendorst 2022) will be explored in
later research. Findings from this study will as-
sist in validating the outputs from the topic mod-
els.

Notes
[1] The full list of information and links to

sources regarding depression have been
posted on the subreddit at https:

//www.reddit.com/r/depression/

wiki/what_is_depression/.

Acknowledgements
The author thanks his doctoral supervisors, Li-
eschen Venter, Stephan Visagie and Stephanie Mer-
chant for their academic support. The author is
supported by the South African Department of
Higher Education and Training’s University Staff
Doctoral Programme 2021–2025.

This work is licensed under CC BY SA 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit

The copyright remains with the author.

15

https://www.reddit.com/r/depression/wiki/what_is_depression/
https://www.reddit.com/r/depression/wiki/what_is_depression/
https://www.reddit.com/r/depression/wiki/what_is_depression/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Journal of the Digital Humanities Association of Southern Africa, Vol. 5, No. 2

Ethical clearance
Research ethics approval to conduct this study was
reviewed and approved by the Social, Behavioural
and Education Research Ethics Committee of Stel-
lenbosch University (project ID: 26373).

References
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