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Abstract 

The rapid proliferation of social media platforms has fundamentally 
transformed communication, identity formation, and social interaction among 
university students. While digital connectivity offers unprecedented 
opportunities for peer engagement and information access, it has 
simultaneously given rise to new and pervasive forms of mental health stigma 
in online environments. This chapter explores the phenomenon of digital 
stigma — the labelling, stereotyping, and social exclusion of individuals with 
mental health conditions through online platforms — and its impact on the 
psychological well-being of university students. Drawing on an integrative 
review of contemporary literature in cyberpsychology, mental health studies, 
and digital sociology, this chapter examines how cyberbullying, cancel culture, 
performative vulnerability, and algorithmic amplification of negative content 
contribute to heightened anxiety, depression, and social isolation among young 
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adults in higher education. It further investigates coping strategies employed by 
students, ranging from digital detox and peer support networks to help-seeking 
behaviours and mental health advocacy. The chapter also considers the role of 
educational institutions in fostering digital literacy, inclusive online cultures, and 
accessible mental health support systems. Finally, it identifies future research 
directions and policy recommendations for addressing digital stigma in 
university settings. The findings underscore the urgent need for 
interdisciplinary interventions that bridge digital culture and mental health 
promotion to create psychologically safe and inclusive online spaces for 
university students. 

 

Keywords: Digital Stigma, Mental Health, University Students, Social Media, 

Cyberbullying, Coping Mechanisms, Online Identity 
 

1. Introduction 
The twenty-first century has witnessed an unprecedented expansion of 

digital communication technologies, particularly social media platforms, which 
have become central to the social and academic lives of university students 
worldwide. Platforms such as Instagram, Twitter (now X), Facebook, Reddit, 
and TikTok serve as primary arenas for self-expression, peer interaction, and 
identity construction. However, alongside their transformative potential, these 
platforms have emerged as significant sites of mental health stigma, exclusion, 
and psychological harm. 

 
Mental health stigma — the negative labelling, stereotyping, discrimination, 

and social exclusion experienced by individuals with mental health conditions-  
has long been recognized as a major barrier to help-seeking and recovery 
(Corrigan, 2004). The migration of social life into digital spaces has not 
diminished this stigma; rather, it has amplified and transformed it in distinctive 
ways. In the online environment, stigma can spread rapidly, persist indefinitely, 
and reach vast audiences, creating unique challenges for vulnerable populations, 
particularly young adults in higher education. 

 
University students represent a particularly at-risk group. The transition to 

higher education involves significant psychosocial stressors, including academic 
pressure, social adjustment, identity development, and financial strain 
(Eisenberg et al., 2007). When these challenges intersect with exposure to digital 
stigma, the consequences for mental health can be severe. Research consistently 
indicates that university students experience high rates of anxiety, depression, 
and loneliness, yet the majority do not seek professional help, often citing 
stigma as a primary deterrent (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). 
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This chapter seeks to examine the multifaceted relationship between digital 
environments and mental health stigma among university students. It 
investigates the forms, mechanisms, and consequences of digital stigma, 
explores the coping strategies available to affected students, and considers the 
institutional and policy responses required to address this growing concern. In 
doing so, it draws upon interdisciplinary literature spanning cyberpsychology, 
mental health studies, sociology, and education research, contributing to the 
broader discourse on stigma in the digital age as addressed by this volume. 

 

2. Conceptualizing Digital Stigma 
Stigma, as conceptualized by Goffman (1963), refers to a deeply discrediting 

attribute that reduces the bearer from a whole and usual person to a tainted and 
discounted one. In mental health contexts, stigma operates through three 
interrelated dimensions: public stigma (societal attitudes toward individuals 
with mental illness), self-stigma (the internalization of negative stereotypes by 
affected individuals), and structural stigma (institutional and systemic 
discrimination). The emergence of digital communication has introduced a 
fourth dimension: digital stigma, which refers to the enactment, dissemination, 
and reinforcement of stigmatizing attitudes through online platforms and digital 
media. 

 
Digital stigma is characterized by several distinctive features. First, it is 

characterized by a scale and speed unmatched by traditional forms of stigma; a 
single stigmatizing post, comment, or meme can reach millions of users within 
hours. Second, digital stigma benefits from the relative anonymity of online 
environments, which may lower inhibitions against stigmatizing behavior. 
Third, it is marked by permanence — digital content, once published, can 
persist indefinitely and be retrieved long after its initial posting, creating lasting 
reputational harm. Fourth, digital stigma is often algorithmically amplified, as 
content-generating strong emotional reactions (including negative ones) is 
favored by platform algorithms, increasing its reach and visibility. 

 
The relationship between digital stigma and mental health is bidirectional. 

Individuals with mental health conditions are disproportionately likely to 
experience digital stigma, which in turn exacerbates their psychological 
difficulties. Simultaneously, the broader online cultural environment — 
characterized by idealized self-presentation, social comparison, and viral 
shaming — contributes to the development of mental health difficulties among 
previously unaffected individuals (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2015). This 
bidirectionality makes digital stigma a particularly insidious and self-reinforcing 
phenomenon. 
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3. Forms of Digital Stigma Experienced by University 
Students 

3.1 Cyberbullying and Online Harassment 
Cyberbullying — the deliberate, repeated use of digital technologies to harm, 

harass, or intimidate individuals — represents one of the most direct forms of 
digital stigma. Among university students, cyberbullying frequently targets 
individuals based on perceived mental health vulnerabilities, including mockery 
of anxiety or depressive episodes, ridiculing help-seeking behavior, or publicly 
disclosing another person’s mental health history without consent. Research 
indicates that cyberbullying victimization is associated with significantly 
elevated rates of depression, anxiety, loneliness, and suicidal ideation among 
young adults (Kowalski et al., 2014). The university environment, with its 
intense social pressures and emphasis on peer acceptance, creates fertile 
conditions for such behaviors. 

 
3.2 Cancel Culture and Public Shaming 
Cancel culture — the practice of withdrawing social support from public 

figures or peers who have done or said something considered objectionable — 
has become a significant feature of contemporary online social dynamics. While 
often framed as a tool of social accountability, cancel culture can function as a 
form of digital stigma when applied to individuals experiencing mental health 
crises. Public shaming, pile-on harassment, and social exclusion triggered by 
online controversies can devastate the psychological well-being of university 
students, who are often navigating fragile social identities and are highly 
sensitive to peer judgment (Ronson, 2015). The fear of cancellation may also 
deter students from disclosing mental health struggles or engaging in authentic 
online self-expression. 

 
3.3 Depression Memes and Dark Humour Communities 
The proliferation of depression memes and dark humour communities on 

platforms such as Reddit and Instagram presents a complex dimension of digital 
stigma. While these communities may provide a sense of solidarity and 
normalisation for some individuals experiencing mental health difficulties, they 
simultaneously risk trivializing serious conditions, reinforcing negative 
stereotypes, and discouraging professional help-seeking. Research suggests that 
exposure to depression-related memes has ambivalent effects: for some users, 
such content fosters a sense of community and reduces isolation, while for 
others it reinforces cognitive distortions and normalizes a passive acceptance 
of suffering (Riessman, 2018). For university students, who are heavy 
consumers of meme culture, these dynamics warrant careful consideration. 
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3.4 Performative Vulnerability and Influencer Culture 
The rise of mental health advocacy in influencer culture has produced a 

paradoxical form of digital stigma. While social media influencers sharing their 
mental health journeys have contributed to destigmatization in some respects, 
they have also given rise to a culture of performative vulnerability — the 
selective, aestheticized, and commodified disclosure of mental health struggles 
for social capital and audience engagement. This phenomenon creates 
unrealistic expectations of what mental illness looks like, potentially invalidating 
the experiences of students whose struggles do not conform to the aestheticized 
narratives prevalent online. Students who do not present their difficulties in 
culturally sanctioned ways may feel further stigmatized and misunderstood 
(Dobson, 2016). 

 

4. Psychological Consequences of Digital Stigma 
The psychological consequences of digital stigma for university students are 

wide-ranging and serious. At the individual level, exposure to digital stigma is 
associated with increased symptoms of depression and anxiety, reduced self-
esteem, heightened social isolation, and diminished academic engagement 
(Vogel et al., 2014). Self-stigma — the internalization of stigmatizing social 
attitudes — is particularly damaging, as it leads students to perceive themselves 
as fundamentally flawed and unworthy of support, significantly reducing the 
likelihood of help-seeking. 

 
Social comparison processes, heightened by the curated nature of social 

media self-presentation, further contribute to psychological distress. Students 
who compare their inner experiences of distress with the seemingly ideal lives 
of peers presented on social media report significantly higher levels of 
depression and body dissatisfaction (Festinger, 1954; Vogel et al., 2014). The 
constant availability of digital platforms means that these comparisons are 
pervasive and difficult to escape, creating a chronic sense of inadequacy and 
social exclusion. 

 
Crucially, digital stigma acts as a significant barrier to professional mental 

health support. Students who fear that disclosure of mental health difficulties 
will lead to online exposure, ridicule, or social exclusion are substantially less 
likely to approach counselling services, contact academic support staff, or seek 
peer support. This stigma-related avoidance of help-seeking represents a major 
public health concern, given the well-documented high prevalence of mental 
health difficulties in the university student population (Eisenberg et al., 2007). 
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5. Coping Mechanisms Among University Students 
5.1 Digital Detox and Mindful Technology Use 
One of the most widely reported coping strategies among university 

students facing digital stigma is the deliberate reduction or temporary cessation 
of social media use, commonly referred to as a digital detox. Research suggests 
that intentional breaks from social media platforms are associated with 
reductions in anxiety, depression, and feelings of social comparison (Hunt et 
al., 2018). Mindful technology use — characterized by intentional, conscious, 
and purposeful engagement with digital platforms — has emerged as a related 
intervention, encouraging students to engage with social media on their own 
terms rather than reactively. 

 
5.2 Peer Support Networks and Online Communities 
Despite the risks associated with digital environments, online communities 

and peer support networks can serve as important sources of social support for 
university students experiencing mental health difficulties. Safe, moderated 
online communities — including university mental health forums, anonymous 
peer support apps, and advocacy groups — provide spaces where students can 
share their experiences without fear of judgment or stigma. The anonymity 
afforded by such platforms can lower barriers to disclosure and help-seeking, 
particularly among students from communities where mental health stigma is 
especially pronounced (Naslund et al., 2016). 

 
5.3 Mental Health Literacy and Advocacy 
An increasing number of university students are engaging in online mental 

health advocacy, using social media platforms to challenge stigma, share 
educational content, and promote help-seeking. Student-led mental health 
campaigns and advocacy initiatives have demonstrated significant potential to 
shift campus culture, reduce stigma, and increase awareness of available support 
services. Participation in mental health advocacy has also been associated with 
improved mental well-being and a greater sense of agency and empowerment 
among student advocates themselves (Corrigan et al., 2012). 

 

6. The Role of Universities in Addressing Digital Stigma 
Universities bear a significant responsibility in addressing digital stigma and 

its mental health consequences. This responsibility encompasses multiple 
domains, including curriculum design, institutional policy, student support 
services, and campus culture. The integration of digital literacy education into 
university curricula represents a critical first step. Students who possess a 
sophisticated understanding of how social media platforms operate, how 
algorithmic amplification works, and how online content can distort social 
reality are better equipped to navigate digital environments critically and protect 
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their mental health. 
 
University mental health services must also adapt to the digital realities of 

students’ lives. This includes providing accessible online counselling options, 
developing mental health apps and digital resources tailored to student needs, 
and ensuring that support services are visible, destigmatized, and culturally 
sensitive. Anti-stigma campaigns that specifically address digital stigma — 
including cyberbullying awareness, online inclusion, and the responsible sharing 
of mental health content — should be integrated into university wellbeing 
programming. 

 
Institutional policies governing online conduct and harassment also play a 

crucial role. Clear, consistently enforced codes of conduct for online behavior 
within university communities, combined with accessible reporting 
mechanisms for cyberbullying and digital harassment, create an environment in 
which students feel safer disclosing vulnerabilities and accessing support. Staff 
training in digital mental health literacy is equally essential, ensuring that 
academic and support staff are equipped to identify signs of digital stigma-
related distress and respond appropriately. 

 

7. Future Directions and Research Implications 
Despite the growing body of research on digital stigma and student mental 

health, significant gaps remain. Longitudinal studies examining the long-term 
psychological effects of digital stigma exposure in university populations are 
urgently needed, as most existing research relies on cross-sectional designs that 
preclude causal inference. Additionally, the majority of existing studies have 
been conducted in Western, English-speaking contexts; research is needed in 
diverse cultural and linguistic settings, including South and Southeast Asian 
universities, where the intersection of cultural stigma and digital stigma may 
produce distinctive dynamics. 

 
The role of artificial intelligence and algorithmic systems in perpetuating 

digital stigma also warrants greater scholarly attention. Research examining how 
recommendation algorithms, content moderation systems, and automated 
mental health screening tools may inadvertently amplify stigma or produce 
discriminatory outcomes for users with mental health conditions is an emerging 
and important area of inquiry. Similarly, the potential of AI-powered mental 
health support tools — chatbots, virtual counsellors, and sentiment analysis 
applications — to supplement human support services for students affected by 
digital stigma merits investigation. At the policy level, collaboration between 
universities, social media platforms, mental health organizations, and 
government bodies is essential for developing coordinated responses to digital 
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stigma. Platform-level interventions — including improved content 
moderation, the incorporation of mental health resources within social media 
interfaces, and algorithmic adjustments to reduce the amplification of 
stigmatizing content — represent promising but underexplored directions. 
Regulatory frameworks governing online hate speech, privacy, and data 
protection also have significant implications for digital stigma and student 
mental health. 

 

8. Conclusion 
Digital stigma represents a distinctive and pressing challenge to the mental 

health and well-being of university students in the social media era. As the 
boundaries between online and offline life continue to dissolve, the 
stigmatization of mental health conditions in digital spaces has profound 
consequences for young adults navigating the already complex transition to 
higher education. This chapter has examined the conceptual foundations of 
digital stigma, its principal manifestations in university digital cultures, its 
psychological consequences, the coping strategies available to affected students, 
and the institutional responses required to address it. 

 
The evidence reviewed points consistently toward the need for 

interdisciplinary, multi-level responses that engage students, educators, 
platform designers, mental health professionals, and policymakers. Reducing 
digital stigma requires not only individual-level interventions targeting attitudes 
and behavior but also structural changes to the digital environments in which 
students live and learn. Most fundamentally, it requires a cultural shift toward 
greater compassion, inclusion, and psychological safety in online spaces — a 
shift in which universities have both the opportunity and the obligation to lead. 

 
As this volume argues, stigma in the digital age is not an inevitable feature 

of online life but a socially constructed and challengeable phenomenon. With 
sustained commitment to research, education, and advocacy, it is possible to 
build digital environments in which university students with mental health 
difficulties are met not with shame and exclusion but with understanding, 
support, and connection. 
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