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Abstract

Background: Depression is a significant global public health issue that affects the physical and mental well-being of hundreds
of millions of people worldwide. However, a substantial number of individuals with depression on social media often go
undiagnosed and struggle to access timely and effective treatment, increasingly becoming a major societal health concern.

Objective: This paper aims to explore and develop an online depression risk detection method based on deep learning
technology to identify individuals at risk of depression on the Chinese social media platform Sina Weibo.

Methods: We initially collected approximately 527,333 posts publicly shared over one year from 1600 individuals with
depression and 1600 individuals without depression on the Sina Weibo platform. Subsequently, we developed a hierarchical
Transformer network to learn semantic features for each user. This network comprises two levels of Transformer structures, one
at the word level and the other at the sentence level. These Transformers are employed to extract the textual semantic features of
each post, and the aggregated features of all posts for each user generate user-level semantic features. A classifier is then applied
to predict the risk of depression. Finally, we conducted statistical and linguistic analyses of the content of posts from individuals
with and without depression using the Chinese LIWC.

Results: We divided the original dataset into training, validation, and test sets.  The training set consists of 1000 individuals with
depression and 100 individuals without depression.  The validation and test set each includes 600 users, with 300 individuals
with depression and 300 without depression.  Our method achieved an accuracy of 84.62%, precision of 84.43%, recall of
84.50%, and F1 score of 84.32% on the test set without applying sampling techniques.  After applying our proposed retrieval-
based sampling strategy, our method achieved an accuracy of 95.46%, precision of 95.30%, recall of 95.70%, and F1 score of
95.43%.  These results strongly demonstrate the effectiveness and superiority of our proposed depression risk detection model
and retrieval-based sampling technique. This provides new insights for large-scale depression detection through social media. 
Through language behavior analysis, it is observed that individuals with depression are more likely to use negation words (the
value of "swear" is 0.001253). This may indicate the presence of negative emotions, rejection, doubt, disagreement, or aversion
expressed by individuals with depression. Additionally, we also found that individuals with depression tend to use negative
emotional vocabulary in their expressions (NegEmo: 0.022306, Anx: 0.003829, Anger: 0.004327, Sad: 0.005740), which may
reflect their internal negative emotions and psychological state. This frequent use of negative vocabulary could be a way for
individuals with depression to express negative feelings towards life, themselves, or their surrounding environment.

Conclusions: The research results indicate the feasibility and effectiveness of deep learning methods in detecting the risk of
depression. This provides insights into the potential for large-scale, automated, and non-invasive prediction of depression among
users of online social media.
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Abstract

Background: Depression is  a significant global public health issue that affects  the physical and
mental well-being of hundreds of millions of people worldwide. However, a substantial number of
individuals with depression on social media often go undiagnosed and struggle to access timely and
effective treatment, increasingly becoming a major societal health concern. 

Objective: This paper aims to explore and develop an online depression risk detection method based
on deep learning technology to identify individuals at risk of depression on the Chinese social media
platform Sina Weibo.

Methods: We initially collected approximately 527,333 posts publicly shared over one year from
1600  individuals  with  depression  and  1600  individuals  without  depression  on  the  Sina  Weibo
platform. Subsequently, we developed a hierarchical Transformer network to learn semantic features
for each user. This network comprises two levels of Transformer structures, one at the word level and
the other at the sentence level. These Transformers are employed to extract the textual semantic
features  of  each  post,  and the  aggregated  features  of  all  posts  for  each user  generate  user-level
semantic features. A classifier is then applied to predict the risk of depression. Finally, we conducted
statistical  and  linguistic  analyses  of  the  content  of  posts  from  individuals  with  and  without
depression using the Chinese LIWC.

Results: We divided the original dataset into training, validation, and test  sets.  The training set
consists of 1000 individuals with depression and 100 individuals without depression.  The validation
and  test  set  each  includes  600  users,  with  300  individuals  with  depression  and  300  without
depression.  Our method achieved an accuracy of 84.62%, precision of 84.43%, recall of 84.50%,
and F1 score of 84.32% on the test set without applying sampling techniques.  After applying our
proposed retrieval-based sampling strategy, our method achieved an accuracy of 95.46%, precision
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of  95.30%,  recall  of  95.70%, and F1 score of  95.43%.  These  results  strongly  demonstrate  the
effectiveness and superiority of our proposed depression risk detection model and retrieval-based
sampling technique. This provides new insights for large-scale depression detection through social
media.  Through language behavior analysis, it is observed that individuals with depression are more
likely to use negation words (the value of "swear" is 0.001253). This may indicate the presence of
negative  emotions,  rejection,  doubt,  disagreement,  or  aversion  expressed  by  individuals  with
depression.  Additionally,  we  also  found  that  individuals  with  depression  tend  to  use  negative
emotional vocabulary in their expressions (NegEmo: 0.022306, Anx: 0.003829, Anger: 0.004327,
Sad: 0.005740), which may reflect their  internal negative emotions and psychological state. This
frequent  use  of  negative  vocabulary  could  be  a  way for  individuals  with  depression  to  express
negative feelings towards life, themselves, or their surrounding environment.

Conclusions: The research results indicate the feasibility and effectiveness of deep learning methods
in  detecting  the  risk  of  depression.  This  provides  insights  into  the  potential  for  large-scale,
automated, and non-invasive prediction of depression among users of online social media.

Keywords: Depression; Social Media; Natural Language Processing; Deep Learning 
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Introduction

Depression is a global mental illness that can seriously affect people's physical and mental health.
According to the World Health Organization, more than 300 million people worldwide suffer from
depression, and 5% of them are adults. Depression is affected by various factors, such as biological,
psychological,  and  social  environments.  It  may  affect  a  person's  sleep  and  appetite  and  often
expresses symptoms such as physical fatigue,  poor concentration,  and diminished interest.  When
depression is  recurrent  and reaches moderate  or severe intensity,  it  can become a serious health
disorder or even cause suicide. Although several countries and institutions have introduced medical
policies and treatments for depression, most people still cannot receive timely treatments [1]. The
main reason for this phenomenon lies in the inability of existing technical means to achieve early
identification and large-scale detection of depression. To detect depression and assess its severity,
scales such as the Patient Health Questionnaire 9-item (PHQ-9), Self-rating Depression Scale (SDS),
and Hamilton Depression Rating Scale (HAM-D) have been applied to clinical depression detection
[2-4]. Recently, several scholars have been exploring depression detection with physiological data,
where Electroencephalogram (EEG) [5-7]  and physiological  images [8-9] are  adopted.  EEG and
physiological  images provide objective clinical medical evidence to help psychiatrists  reveal  the
physiopathological types and pathogenesis of depression. Instead, the scales are susceptible to the
subjects'  emotional  state,  cooperativeness,  and  environment,  which  makes  the  authenticity  and
reliability of the test results questionable. Although these methods have enormously advanced the
scientific study of depression, large-scale and efficient methods for depression detection still face
many challenges. On the one hand, these methods cannot track and model patients' mental states.
Long-term and short-term physiological  and scale  tests  may fail  to  accurately measure subjects'
mental states. On the other hand, most patients may fail to realize their condition during the early
stages of depression, which may cause timely treatment [10].

With the development of Internet technology and the spread of mobile networks, WeChat, Weibo,
and Twitter have become indispensable to people's daily lives and work. People increasingly rely on
social media to share everyday life, express ideas, and real-time outflow emotions. In particular,
users with mental health tend to have a higher tendency and dependency on social media. Some
social  media  platforms  have  opened  special  topic  forums,  such  as  Depression  and  Autism
SuperTopics, where users with mental disorders can pour out their emotions, share their treatment
process, and seek online help. Social media users' self-reported texts contain rich information about
emotions and events, such as medications, self-perceptions, and suicidal intent. Such information is
dynamically evolving with the patient's mental state and treatment process and has prominent time-
evolving  properties,  which  is  valuable  for  establishing  an  effective  model  of  mental  illness.
Moreover, these data  are diverse, frequently updated, and easily accessible, which can effectively
contribute to the study of social media mental health [11-17]. Early studies explored the leverage of
statistical learning methods to analyze differences between depressed and non-depressed users from
Twitter in terms of emotional word usage [18-19], language style [20], and social behavior [21]. With
the widespread popularity of deep learning in NLP, social media-based depression research shifted to
a deep learning-based paradigm [22-27]. Specifically, user-level depression detection is treated as a
long text classification task, where a user's posts are concatenated into a long text and classified by a
neural network model.

This study focuses on applying deep learning methods to detect depression on Chinese social media.
We utilized Sina Weibo as the data source for this study given that it is one of the most popular social
media platforms in China with over 200 million active users per month. To identify the depression
risk users, we first collected approximately 15,774,510 posts made by 1,600 depressed and 1,600
non-depressed users between December 2020 to December 2021 on Sina Weibo. We then developed
a Hierarchical Transformer Network to study the semantic features of each user from their posts. The
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HTN consists of a two-level Transformer structure that focuses on learning post-level and user-level
feature  representations,  respectively.  This  model  can  effectively  capture  fine-grained  semantic
features at the word, sentence, and document levels, and has obvious advantages for portraying the
differentiated feature representations of depressed and non-depressed users. In addition, to further
improve  the  feature  representation  capability  for  depressed  users,  we  propose  a  retrieval-based
sampling strategy to select depression-related posts to train the depression risk detection model. The
experimental results indicate the importance of this sampling strategy in minimizing the impact of
unnecessary  noisy  data  on  model  performance.  Our  model  performance  gains  more  than  10%
improvement  in  all  evaluation  metrics  after  applying  this  sampling  strategy.  Our  methodology
provides strong support for identifying users at risk for depression through online social media data
in Chinese communities, which is important for the health of all people and social harmony. 

Methods

Data Collection

We focus on predicting depression risk on user-level via their social media posts. To this end, we
collected a corpus includes 3,200 users, with 1,600 depressed and 1,600 non-depressed users. We
gathered posts authored by each user from December 2020 to December 2021 and annotated each
user  as  depressed  or  non-depressed  according  to  linguistic  patterns,  rules,  and  psychological
knowledge. 

We first randomly picked several users as candidates from relevant super topics. Then, these users
were annotated as depressed or non-depressed by three annotators based on predefined annotation
guidelines.  Finally,  we  obtained  1600  depressed  and  1600  non-depressed  users.  The  detailed
annotation process is as follows:

 We follow the annotation guidelines [18,19,23] previously developed for the English language
domain. If an user self-reported in their post that they were diagnosed with depression, then we
annotate the user as depressed. However, due to the differences and characteristics inherent in
languages,  applying  English  rules  comprehensively  within  the  Chinese  context  is  only
sometimes  feasible.  Consequently,  we  have  developed  annotation  rules  better  suited  to  the
Chinese  language  environment.  Within  this  context,  social  media  users  frequently  employ
metaphors  to  convey  their  depressive  state,  such  as  references  to  medication,  treatment
approaches, and suicidal ideation. 

 We annotate users as non-depressed users if they did not explicitly express in their posts that
they had suffered from depression in the past or present.

Table 1. Results of our proposed model and baseline models.

Characteristic Depressed Non-Depressed
Number of Users 1600 1600
Number of Posts 169,838 357,495
Number of Words 4,282,792 11,491,718

Data Preprocessing

The raw data collected from Sina Weibo often contains irrelevant or informal expressions, which
may hinder  the effectiveness of  model  training.  To eliminate  the impact  of  these factors  on the
model, we performed the following data preprocessing steps to clean such noise:

 We used the jieba tokenizer to segment each post into a word sequence.
 We replaced the emoticons in the posts with the corresponding emotion words.
 We removed numbers, URLs, and punctuation from posts.
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 We deleted  posts  automatically  published  by Sina  Weibo's  robot  assistant,  such as  birthday
reminders and membership-level notifications.

 We removed duplicate posts.
 We adopted posts with posts longer than three words for training.

Ethical Considerations

All the data in this paper were obtained from Sina Weibo’s public data, which protects those who
have private profiles from being subject to research studies. Hence, this analysis meets the standards
to waive informed consent and similar guidelines [55]. Furthermore, we desensitized the data to
protect the privacy of the users. Specifically, we removed all user information related to the identity
of the users.

Problem Definition

This study aims to use deep learning and user-generated content to build a depression prediction
model that automatically predicts whether each user is at risk for depression. The input to this model
is each user's post and the output is the label of whether the user is depressed or not. 

Existing Challenges

Previous  studies  have  employed  two  approaches  to  obtain  a  user-level  semantic  representation:
sequential-based  and  summary-based  approaches.  The  sequential-based  approach  involves
concatenating users’ posts into a long text and then utilizing machine learning methods for encoding
and prediction. In contrast, the summary-based approach first employs a summarization model to
generate a short textual description for each user, followed by the use of machine learning methods
for encoding and prediction. However, both of these methods have limitations. The sequential-based
approach may inaccurately capture independent temporal user sentiment information due to the blunt
concatenation  of  posts  into  a  long  text,  and  it  also  faces  computational  efficiency  challenges.
Additionally, the quality of the user description texts generated by the summary-based approach is
difficult to control and evaluate, which can lead to poorer predictive accuracy. 

In previous studies, all collected user posts have been used to train depression classification models.
However, using all posts of a user to train depression detection models is not always effective. For
instance, although some depressed users may post frequently, only a subset of their posts express
symptoms, emotions, and thoughts related to depression. If all posts are used to train a depression
classification model, it  may introduce additional noise that affects the predictive accuracy of the
depression model.

Proposed Prediction Model

Figure 1. The workflow of our proposed depression prediction model.
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Figure  1
illustrates the workflow of our proposed depression detection model, which consists of five steps:
Data Collection, Data Preprocessing, Word Embedding, Model Development & Training, and Model
Evaluation. We discussed the process of data collection and preprocessing in the previous section.
Therefore, we will provide detailed insights into the development and training details of the model in
the following sections.

Word Embedding

Word embedding is fundamental in applying deep learning to NLP tasks, as it represents semantic
information about words by mapping them to real-valued vectors in a high-dimensional vector space
(e.g.,  100dim, 200dim, 300dim, 768dim, etc.).  One advantage of  word embedding is  that  it  can
effectively represent the semantics of words in different contexts and can be further optimized. The
emergence of word embedding technology has accelerated the development of NLP and facilitated
the effective processing and understanding of human language.

In  this  paper,  to  obtain  better  word  embeddings,  we  introduced  Tencent’s  pre-trained  word
embeddings [30] (Tencent AI Lab Embedding Corpus for Chinese Words and Phrases) to initialize
the embedding representations of each word in user posts. The Tencent pre-trained word embedding
database was pre-trained on the Directional Skip-Gram algorithm using Wikipedia, Baidu Baike, and
web text data. It includes embeddings for 12,287,936 Chinese words (200d). We first used Jieba
tokenizer to tokenize each post from users. Specifically, the vocabulary of Tencent pre-trained word
embedding database was adopted as an external vocabulary to guide the tokenization of user posts.
Then, we looked up the embedding of each word in user posts from the Tencent’s pre-trained word
embeddings database and fed them into the model for further training.

Model Development and Training

As shown in  Figure  1,  we  propose  a  hierarchical  transformer  network  (HTN)  to  study  textual
semantic  features  from  users’  posts.  The  Transformer  is  an  attention-based  neural  network
architecture  that  has  gained considerable  attention  in  recent  years,  particularly  in  NLP and CV.
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Unlike  other  deep  learning  models,  the  Transformer  not  only  dynamically  captures  long-range
dependencies  but  also  exhibits  faster  computation  speed.  Inspired  by  this,  we  incorporate  the
Transformer into our model to better understand and encode behavior and intention from user posts.
Our  model  consists  of  two  levels  of  Transformers:  a  word-level  Transformer  and  a  post-level
Transformer. The word-level Transformer is used to compute semantic features for each post, with
word embeddings from each post as input. The sentence-level Transformer is employed to calculate
aggregated semantic features for all user posts, with the input being the embeddings of all user posts.
After  obtaining  the  aggregated  global  feature  representation,  we  perform classification  on  it  to
predict whether the user is depressed. Since our prediction task is a binary classification task, we use
a sigmoid function for prediction. The proposed model is capable of learning fine-grained feature
representations at the levels of words, sentences, and documents from user posts, which is crucial for
enhancing prediction accuracy.

Model Evaluation

To effectively train and evaluate our model, we divided 1,600 users with depression and 1,600 users
without  depression  into  three  sets:  1,000  for  training,  300  for  validation,  and  300  for  testing,
respectively.  We conducted experiments  using Scikit-Learn for  statistical  methods and employed
PyTorch for  deep learning-based experiments.  For  the  SVM and NB models,  we used the  RBF
kernel-based SVM and MultinomialNB, respectively, during the training stage. The convolutional
kernel size was set to [2, 3, 4], and the number of filters was set to 100. For other baseline models,
both the hidden size and attention size were set to 256. For our proposed model, each post was
padded or truncated to 512 words. The learning rate was set to 1e-3, and the batch size was selected
from the range of [32, 64, 128].

Comparison Baselines 

To fully assess the potential of applying deep learning to predict depression risk on social media, we
adopted 11 widely used methods as baseline models. These included statistical-based methods such
as SVM and NB, traditional neural network methods like CNN, LSTM, GRU, BiGRU, and BiLSTM,
as well as attention-based methods such as LSTM-Attention, GRU-Attention, BiLSTM-Attention,
and BiGRU-Attention. 

Evaluation Metrics

We used accuracy, macro-averaged precision, macro-averaged recall, and macro-averaged F1-score
to evaluate the prediction performance of our proposed model. These metrics are widely employed
for assessing the performance of deep learning predictive models. 

Results

Performance Comparison

Table 2. Results of our proposed model and baseline models.

Model Accuracy(%) Precision(%) Recall(%) F1-Score(%)
Without Sampling

SVMa 80.80 83.16 79.20 79.69
NBb 76.47 78.91 74.62 74.87

CNNc 79.93 80.70 80.79 79.93
LSTMd 71.80 73.71 69.91 69.91
GRUe 78.55 78.98 77.55 77.86

BiGRUf 67.99 67.77 67.94 67.81
BiLSTMg 65.92 65.88 66.06 65.81

LSTM-Attnh 78.55 78.34 78.15 78.23
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GRU-Atteni 82.53 82.43 82.12 82.24
BiLSTM-Attenj 78.03 77.94 77.42 77.59
BiGRU-Attenk 80.97 80.75 80.97 80.83

HTNl 84.62 84.43 84.50 84.32
Random Sampling

SVMa 79.24 82.37 77.38 77.78
NBb 76.30 79.41 74.27 74.46

CNNc 78.37 78.30 78.63 78.29
LSTMd 69.55 69.35 68.52 68.65
GRUe 77.68 78.03 76.69 76.98

BiGRUf 70.24 70.02 69.30 69.43
BiLSTMg 65.05 65.19 65.36 64.99

LSTM-Attnh 74.05 73.77 73.90 73.82
GRU-Atteni 80.62 80.39 80.43 80.41

BiLSTM-Attenj 74.39 74.20 73.72 73.87
BiGRU-Attenk 76.64 76.72 77.03 76.59

HTNl 82.43 82.24 82.44 82.35
Retrieval Sampling

SVMa 92.21 93.14 91.50 92.00
NBb 83.56 87.44 81.78 82.43

CNNc 93.53 93.21 93.54 93.30
LSTMd 88.41 88.40 88.10 88.23
GRUe 92.25 92.09 92.49 92.21

BiGRUf 91.52 91.35 91.63 91.46
BiLSTMg 84.95 84.95 85.35 84.90

LSTM-Attnh 91.87 91.72 92.13 91.82
GRU-Atteni 91.27 91.16 91.34 91.15

BiLSTM-Attenj 91.35 91.58 90.05 91.19
BiGRU-Attenk 92.77 92.68 92.88 92.64

HTNl 95.46 95.30 95.70 95.43
aSVM: Support Vector Machine
bNB: Naive Bayes
cCNN: Convolutional Neural Network
dLSTM:  Long  Short-Term  Memory  
eGRU: Gated Recurrent Unit
fBiGRU: Bidirectional Gated Recurrent Unit
fBiLSTM: Bidirectional Long Short-Term Memory
fLSTM-Attn: Long Short-Term Memory with Attention
fGRU-Atten: Gated Recurrent Unit with Attention
fBiLSTM-Atten: Bidirectional Long Short-Term Memory with Attention
fBiGRU-Atten: Bidirectional Gated Recurrent Unit with Attention
fHTN: Hierarchical Transformer Network

Figure 2. Performance comparison of our proposed model and baseline models.
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Table 2 and Figure 2 respectively present the experimental results and visualization of the baseline
methods and our proposed approach on the test set. We can see that our model achieved the best
results in all scenarios, with a prediction accuracy of over 95% for depression risk. As seen in Table
1, the HTN model outperforms the other baseline models, with at least a 2% improvement in the
retrieval strategy and more than a 5% improvement in the other two strategies. This suggests that
encoding a user’s posts data with HTN is more effective than treating it as a single long text. HTN
enables the model to fully consider post-interactions and intuitively fit better with human thinking.
Simply treating all of a user’s posts as a single long text may lead to computational and gradient
challenges, limiting the model’s ability to detect depression.

Unlike previous studies, this paper proposes a sampling strategy based on depression knowledge
retrieval to select posts  related to depression from user posts  for training a depression detection
model. This strategy reduces the computational overhead of model training and allows the model to
focus more attention on learning about depression. We tested three different sampling scenarios and
found that the retrieval-based strategy outperformed the other two by at least 10% in all evaluation
metrics. In addition, we observed that the random sampling strategy performed worse than the no
sampling  strategy,  which  may  be  attributed  to  the  uncertainty  inherent  in  the  random sampling
process.

Compared to neural models without the attention mechanism, attention-based neural models exhibit
better  detection  performance  across  all  sampling  strategies,  with  particularly  significant
improvements  observed  when  using  the  no-sampling  strategy.  Models  employing  attention
mechanisms (LSTM, GRU, BiLSTM, and BiGRU) enhance average performance by 6.09%, 6.56%,
12.06%,  and  11.03%,  respectively.  We attribute  this  improvement  to  the  fact  that  the  attention
mechanism  enables  the  model  to  automatically  focus  more  on  words  or  phrases  indicative  of
depression, thereby facilitating a superior semantic representation of the user. 

Effect of Sampling Posts

Figure  3. Experimental  results  with  different  sampling  strategies  and  ratios  for  training  data.
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Figure 3 illustrates the F1 scores of each model across various sampling strategies and sampling
ratios. It is evident that the deployment of effective sampling strategies can substantially improve the
depression detection capabilities of the models. By employing a retrieval-based sampling strategy to
select posts pertinent to depression, not only is the computational complexity of the model reduced,
but the model also gains a better focus on acquiring knowledge related to depression from user posts.
We observed that the retrieval-based sampling strategy consistently demonstrated a stable upward
trend as  the sampling rate  increased incrementally,  in  contrast  to  the random sampling  strategy,
which  exhibited  more  pronounced  fluctuations.  We  attribute  this  primarily  to  the  fact  that  the
retrieval-based  sampling  strategy  ensures  the  selection  of  posts  related  to  depression  in  every
sampling  iteration.  Conversely,  the  post  selection  process  in  the  random sampling  strategy  is  a
probabilistic  one  that  does  not  guarantee  the  relevance  of  a  user’s  post  to  depression  in  each
selection.

Group Behavior Analysis

Table 3. Statistical Results on post’s characteristics between depressed and non-depressed users.

Characteristic Depressed Non-Depressed
Words/Posta 27 38
Posts/Userb 132 266

Posts/User/Weekc 2.74 5.55
FirstPerson-("我们")/Postd 0.03 0.16
FirstPerson-("我")/Poste 0.49 0.13

DepressionMentioned/Postf 0.72 0.15
DrugsMentioned/Postg 0.32 0.05

aWords/Post: Average number of words per post
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bPosts/User: Average number of posts per user
cPosts/User/Week: Average number of posts per user per week
dFirstPerson("我们")/Post: Average number of mentions of first person "我们" per post
eFirstPerson("我")/Post: Average number of mentions of first person "我" per post
fDepressionMentioned/Post: Average number of mentions of keywords "抑郁症、抑郁" per post
gDrugsMentioned/Pos: Average number of mentions of depression-related drug names per post

Table 3 shows a comparison of seven behavioral characteristics between users with depression and
those without. We note that non-depressed users are more socially engaged, posting more frequently.
Additionally, users with depression tend to use the first-person pronoun " 我" (“I”) more frequently
than those without, who prefer the first-person pronoun "我们" (“we”). This indicates that users with
depression may be more self-focused and have less interaction with others, whereas non-depressed
users are more group-oriented and engage in more interactive behaviors. Furthermore, users with
depression are more likely to focus on depression-related topics on social media, such as discussing
their condition, treatment processes, and medication, while non-depressed users mention and discuss
these topics less frequently.

Table 4. Statistical Results on using of modal particle between depressed and non-depressed users.

Characteristic Depressed Non-Depressed
Total number

的 228,566 684,919
吗 11,885 19,611
吧 26,538 18,540
呢 6,460 12,092
了 134,764 263,502
啊 18,926 27,109

Avg Number/Post
的 1.31 1.87
吗 0.07 0.05
吧 0.19 0.08
呢 0.04 0.03
了 0.77 0.72
啊 0.11 0.74

Table 4 indicates the comparative results of the use of modal particles between users with depression
and those without depression. It can be observed that the usage of "的" ("de") is more frequent in both
depressed and non-depressed users, while "呢" ("ne") is used the least. The main reason is that "的" is
commonly used as a modifier in almost all sentences, whereas "呢" and "吗" are often used in contexts
expressing questions or uncertainties. It's worth noting that "吧" ("ba") is used more frequently in the
language expressions  of  users  with  depression,  while  " 啊 "  ("a")  is  used  more  frequently  in  the
language expressions  of  non-depressed users.  These two words  are  typically  used at  the  end of
sentences, where "吧" ("ba") is often used to modify completed events, while " 啊" ("a") is typically
used to modify events that are about to happen. In the expressions of users with depression, " 吧 "
("ba") is more often expressed as "好吧" ("okay"), "行吧" ("all right"), "就这样吧" ("just like this"), "去死吧"
("go die"), etc. On the other hand, "啊" ("a") is often combined in expressions of non-depressed users
as "真开心啊" ("really happy"), "原来是这样啊" ("so that's how it is"), and "你对我真好啊" ("you're really good to
me").

Table 5. Statistical Results on using of punctuations between depressed and non-depressed users.

Characteristic Depressed Non-Depressed
Total number
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， 308,817 938,400
。 94,066 150,969
！ 50,171 298,079
？ 23,471 33,107
~ 3,854 18,688

...... 27,067 59,779
Avg Number/Post

， 1.77 2.56
。 0.54 0.41
！ 0.29 0.81
？ 0.13 0.16
~ 0.72 0.05

...... 0.16 0.09

Table 5 shows the comparative results of punctuation use between users with depression and those
without. We found that users with depression tend to use periods more frequently than non-depressed
users, whereas non-depressed users favor commas more than those with depression. We speculate
that this pattern may be due to the fact that users with depression often experience low mood and
slowed thinking, which could make their expressions appear more cautious and negative. A period
can  be  interpreted  as  a  conclusion  or  a  clear  break  between  ideas,  potentially  reflecting  the
psychological desire of these patients to terminate or avoid further communication. In contrast, non-
depressed users typically exhibit active and divergent thinking patterns. They frequently use commas
to separate components of sentences and to express incomplete thought processes. We also noted that
non-depressed users are more inclined to use exclamation marks (“!”). This is consistent with the
experimental results concerning the interjection “ 啊 ”  (“a”) presented in Table 4. Furthermore, we
observed that users with depression tend to use the tilde “~” and ellipses more frequently. These
symbols are commonly employed in the Chinese internet context to convey a sense of helplessness
or resignation.

Table 6. LIWC feature comparison results between depressed and non-depressed users.

Characteristic Depressed Non-Depressed
Negate 0.014860 0.001409
Swear 0.001253 0.000733

Interjunction 0.097806 0.084063
PastM 0.005300 0.004043

PresentM 0.011282 0.009824
FutureM 0.006698 0.006788
ProgM 0.027634 0.019808
Social 0.064925 0.053611
Family 0.005307 0.004541
Friend 0.002057 0.001615

Humans 0.017434 0.015656
Affect 0.070012 0.047391

PosEmo 0.013584 0.028104
NegEmo 0.022306 0.010997

Anx 0.003829 0.001747
Anger 0.004327 0.002616

Sad 0.005740 0.002321
CogMech 0.195500 0.151659

Insight 0.020294 0.016495
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Cause 0.012366 0.010585
Certain 0.015263 0.012144

Bio 0.037529 0.031510
Body 0.013333 0.008986

Health 0.012634 0.005975
Home 0.004320 0.003871
Money 0.004426 0.007977
Death 0.004234 0.001913

Psychology 0.018474 0.015496
Negate: negative word
Swear: obscene language
Interjunction: modal particle
PastM: past
PresentM: present
FutureM: future
ProgM: continuation
Social: social word
Family: family word
Friend: friend word
Humans: human word
Affect: emotion process word
PosEmo: positive emotion word
NegEmo: negative emotion word
Anx: anxiety word
Anger: anger word
Sad: sad word
CogMech: cognitive process word
Insight: insight word
Cause: cause word
Certain: certain word
Bio: biology process word
Body: body word
Health: health word
Home: home word
Money: money word
Death: death word
Psychology: psychology word

We used the Chinese LIWC dictionary to analyze the differences in language use between users with
depression and non-depressed users, and Table 6 presents the comparative results. The results in
Table 6 show that users with depression are more likely to use negative vocabulary, such as “Swear,”
“Affect,” “PosEmo,” “NegEmo,” “Anx,” “Anger,” “Sad,” etc., than non-depressed users. Depressed
users seemed to prefer discussing past and present events (PastM, PresentM), whereas non-depressed
users appeared to focus more on possible future events (FutureM). We speculated that this difference
might be because many depressed users were more heavily influenced by their family of origin and
were more inclined to reflect on the impact of past events on them in their posts. Furthermore, we
also noticed that depressed users were comparatively more negative than non-depressed users when
discussing topics related to Social, Family, Friend, and Home. Additionally, we found that words
such as “Bio,” “Body,” “Health,” “Death,” and “Psychology” were used more frequently in the posts
of depressed users. The primary reason for this is that posts by depressed users may express their
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intentions related to suicide or self-harm, or they may involve sharing cases and discussions about
the condition among fellow patients, encompassing the diagnosis process, physical condition, and
medication.

Discussion

Principal Results

This paper explores the automatic prediction of depression risk among users on online social media
using deep learning methods and develops and validates the model on a large-scale dataset of online
social media users. The research findings indicate that the model we developed exhibits significant
advantages in predicting depression risk, confirming the effectiveness and advanced capabilities of
using deep learning for depression risk prediction. The paper has several implications:

Firstly,  with  the  rapid  development  of  social  media  technology,  an increasing  number  of  young
people are using social media to share their emotions and document their lives. Social media has
become  a  crucial  platform  for  them  to  express  emotions,  seek  support,  and  establish  social
connections. However, mental health issues among young people are becoming more pronounced,
making it a key societal concern. Social media serves as an important tool for them to communicate
their  feelings  and  connect  with  others.  Nevertheless,  it  also  presents  a  challenge  in  effectively
utilizing social  media data to identify and support individuals who may be facing mental health
issues.  An increasing  number  of  individuals  with  mental  health  problems,  especially  those with
depression, do not actively seek help from professionals. This results in a lack of timely treatment
and  support,  causing  them to  miss  optimal  intervention  opportunities.  Furthermore,  there  is  an
increasing  shortage  of  clinical  psychologists  to  meet  the  growing  mental  health  needs  of  the
population.  Hence,  exploring  automated  depression  risk  identification  technologies  based  on
artificial intelligence, particularly deep learning, has become an crucial and essential research topic
in addressing the current societal challenges.

Moreover,  this  study  developed  a  hierarchical  Transformer  network  and  proposed  a  retrieval-
enhanced  post-sampling  technique  to  enhance  the  performance  of  depression  risk  detection.
Experimental  results  indicate  that  our  developed  approach  outperforms  all  baseline  methods,
achieving a prediction accuracy and F1 score of 84% across three independent experiments. With the
application  of  the  retrieval  sampling  technique,  the  performance  of  almost  all  methods  reaches
approximately 90%. Compared to methods without sampling, there is a performance improvement of
over  10%  across  the  four  metrics.  This  strongly  demonstrates  the  effectiveness  and  advanced
capabilities of our approach in predicting depression risk.

Finally,  linguistic  analysis  revealed  that  depressed users  exhibit  more  conservative  and reserved
social behavior on social media compared to non-depressed users. Not only do they make fewer
posts, but their posts are also shorter in length. This may reflect their negativity in social interactions
and a relative avoidance of social engagement. The reduced social engagement could be a result of
the  loneliness,  frustration,  or  lack  of  motivation  commonly  felt  by  depressed  individuals.
Additionally,  depressed  users  express  more  negative  emotions  in  their  posts.  Through  linguistic
sentiment analysis, we found that posts by depressed users contain more negative sentiment words, a
difference that is  more pronounced compared to non-depressed users. This further highlights the
psychological distress and negative emotional experiences that depressed individuals may encounter
on social media. These characteristics offer insights into the behavioral characteristics of depressed
users, providing direction for developing more accurate and personalized depression risk prediction
models.
Limitations

This study has several limitations. Firstly, due to noticeable individual differences among users on
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different social media platforms, the research model and findings in this paper may not accurately
assess the risk of depression in online users, nor do they account for the diversity among individuals.
Secondly, our focus was narrowed to Sina Weibo users, and they may not entirely represent the
Chinese population or all Chinese social media users. Therefore, the research results may not be
generalizable to users on other social media platforms or other populations with different medical
conditions.

Conclusions

In this study, we investigate the use of deep learning techniques to predict the risk of depression
based on social media data. We collected posts from 3,200 online users over a one-year period in
order  to  develop  and  validate  a  depression  risk  detection  model.  The  proposed  hierarchical
Transformer  network  demonstrated  exceptional  performance  on  the  collected  data,  yielding
predictive accuracy of over 95% across four commonly employed evaluation metrics. Furthermore,
we introduced a retrieval-based post sampling technique, which significantly improved our model’s
ability to detect the risk of depression. This research provides technical support for the automatic
identification  of  users  at  risk  of  depression  on Chinese  online  social  media,  thereby effectively
supporting online platforms in engaging in societal risk management.
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