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Abstract

Background: Social networking sites (SNSs) have gained popularity in recent years for help seeking and self-distress expression
among adolescents. Although online suicidal expression is believed to have major benefits, various concerns have also been
raised, particularly around privacy issues. Understanding youths’ help-seeking behavior on SNSs is critical for effective suicide
prevention; however, most research neglects the impacts of the private SNS context.

Objective: This study aims to examine youths’ private SNS use via the new Instagram feature, Close Friends, and its association
with both online and offline help-seeking willingness as well as youths’ suicidality.

Methods: This study employed an exploratory sequential mixed methods approach with a combination of explorative qualitative
interviews and a systematic quantitative survey, targeting youth aged 15-19 years in Hong Kong. The motivations for utilizing
Close Friends and concerns regarding online expression were addressed in the focus group and individual interviews (n=40). A
cross-sectional survey (n=1676) was conducted subsequently with eligible secondary school students to examine the prevalence
of Close Friends usage, their online and offline help-seeking willingness, and suicide-related experiences.

Results: A total of 3 primary motives for using Close Friends were identified during interviews, including (1) interaction and
help seeking, (2) release of negative emotions, and (3) ventilation and self-expression. Most participants also highlighted the
privacy concerns associated with public online communication and the importance of contacting close friends for emotional
support. Survey results showed that use of Close Friends was quite prevalent among adolescents (1163/1646, 70.66%), with
around 46% (754/1646, 45.81%) of respondents being frequent users. Differences by gender and school academic banding were
also revealed. Regarding help-seeking intentions, youths were generally positive about seeking help from peers and friends offline
(1010/1266, 79.78%) yet negative about seeking assistance from online friends or professionals with whom they had not yet
developed a real-world connection (173/1266, 13.67%). Most notably, frequencies of Close Friends usage were differentially
associated with online and offline help-seeking willingness and youths’ suicidality. Compared with nonusers, those who had ever
used the feature were more likely to seek offline support (adjusted odds ratios [AORs] 1.82-2.36), whereas heavy use of Close
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Friends was associated with increased odds of online help-seeking willingness (AOR 1.76, 95% CI 1.06-2.93) and a higher risk
of suicidality (AOR 1.53, 95% CI 1.01-2.31).

Conclusions: The popularity of Close Friends reflects the increasing need for private online expression among youth. This
study demonstrates the importance of Close Friends for self-expression and private conversation and inadequacy of peer support
for suicidal adolescents. Further research is needed to identify the causal relationship between Close Friends usage and help-seeking
willingness to guide the advancement of suicide prevention strategies. Researchers and social media platforms may cooperate to
co-design a risk monitoring system tailored to the private SNS context, assisting professionals in identifying youth at risk of
suicide.

(J Med Internet Res 2022;24(10):e37695) doi: 10.2196/37695
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Introduction

Youths’ Online Expression
Online social networking sites (SNSs) are gaining increasing
popularity among adolescents in recent years, changing the
nature of communication. Instagram is one of the most popular
SNSs worldwide [1] and the third most popular SNS in Hong
Kong among people aged 16-64 years [2]. It has roughly 1
billion monthly active users [1], with around 40% of them aged
13-24 [3]. Prior studies have shown that SNSs, especially
Instagram, have become a favored alternative for at-risk youth
to seek help and express their distress [4,5]. Indeed, online
expression pertinent to suicidality is thought to have several
major benefits, including mitigated social isolation,
recovery-oriented encouragement, and alleviation of acute
self-harm urges [6,7]. However, in light of concerns around
privacy issues, unsympathetic responses from anonymous
viewers [8], and the “positivity bias,” negative disclosure on
SNS is often deemed risky and thus less commonly shared
publicly [9]. For example, previous research on Facebook
demonstrated that most negative expressions were published
exclusively on private pages as opposed to publicly [10].

To date, there has been only minimal discussion about private
SNS usage among users with varying levels of mental health
issues. It, therefore, remains uncertain as to how private and
public online expressions differ in terms of social support
seeking. This is the first study to adopt an exploratory sequential
mixed methods approach to assess how private online expression
is correlated with help-seeking willingness and suicidality
among adolescents via Close Friends posts on Instagram. It was
anticipated that our findings would inform the development of
more effective and pragmatic suicide prevention and intervention
programs delivered via SNS.

Close Friends: A New Feature for Private Online
Expression
Private online interaction has gradually developed with the
advancement of technology and now varies in terms of intimacy
and extent of self-disclosure [11]. Private expression on SNSs,
also known as active private SNS use, is characterized by direct
users’ interactions in a private setting, generally via instant
messaging and personal chatting [12]. To compare the 2 modes
of SNS use, public online communication allows large-scale
interactions between individuals who have never met in person,

whereas private online communication usually occurs in a
smaller group and involves friends who have established trust
and fundamental mutual understanding offline [13,14].

Aversion to publishing unpleasant content, especially mental
health–related disclosures, has been observed on Instagram. On
account of context collapse, the most sensitive (such as families
and romantic partners) and unintended audiences can browse
youths’ SNS profiles and navigate their posts [15,16].
Adolescents have shown concerns that posting depressive
messages in the public space will be criticized as being offensive
by the broad, diverse, or unknown audience [17]. Therefore,
some create a fake Instagram account (dubbed Finsta)
specifically for negative online expression [18]. On Finsta, users
only follow their intimate friends so they are less worried about
revealing negativity and vulnerability, and are instead prompted
to present authentic and unfiltered self-expression [19]. The
emerging demand for private online expression to discuss
sensitive issues is reflected in the trend of multiple accounts.
The traditional features of SNSs, by contrast, are deficient in
terms of private expression, mostly through dyadic messages
[20], making it difficult for adolescents to engage with multiple
users simultaneously. The format of text-based communication
is also restricted in conveying emotions precisely.

Hence, Instagram launched a new feature named Close Friends
in late 2018 [21]. Only those added to the list are permitted to
view private Stories posted in Close Friends. Followers will
also be notified that they have been included in one’s Close
Friends list on Instagram when they see their posts with the
special icon. Compared with traditional private communication,
Close Friends provides more opportunities for online expression
by virtue of its unique features [22], which include the
following:

• Close Friends enables parallel multiple interactions in a
private context.

• Users have their own absolute control over the members’
list, which means they are able to block or remove anyone
on the list at any time without notifying them.

• Posts in Close Friends do not predetermine any specific
audience.

• Users are able to seek attention via posts with sensitive
information, thus help seeking requires less proactivity.
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• Users’ posts in Close Friends are actively selected and
“pressed” to view by the audience who care about their
lives.

The aforementioned properties of Close Friends distinguish its
content display from those of the conventional tools for private
online communication. Indeed, Close Friends is a more visually,
graphically, and multimedia-oriented feature compared with
instant messaging, which largely relies on text- or voice-based
communications. Users of Close Friends are also able to publish
posts in vivid formats, such as photos and videos, to capture,
share, and showcase personal life moments [23]. Furthermore,
the text-based postings in Close Friends are more aesthetically
appealing than those in messages or feeds due to the availability
of various fonts, animated graphics interchange format, stickers,
and predesigned layouts.

Private Online Expression, Help-Seeking Willingness,
and Suicidality
Suicide is a major public health concern worldwide, particularly
among youth. According to the World Health Organization,
suicide is the fourth leading cause of death among those aged
15-19 [24,25]. In Hong Kong, youth aged between 15 and 24
had a suicidal rate below 10 per 100,000 [26-28], which is lower
than that of their counterparts, including in European countries
and most East Asian neighbors [29]. However, a rising trend in
the overall suicide rate among Hong Kong adolescents has been
noted throughout the last 2 decades, with rates increasing from
7.7 per 100,000 in 2000 to 9.5 per 100,000 in 2018 [30].

According to the Uses and Gratifications Theory, adolescents
are proactive and goal-oriented SNS users who consider their
interests and expectations while choosing and using platforms
[31]. The need for satisfying diverse motives would result in
different online behaviors. Hence, it is essential to acquire a
comprehensive understanding of youths’ purposes of using the
internet. Previous research has investigated the motivations for
adolescents’ use of Instagram. One such study identified 5
motives, including social engagement, archiving,
self-expression, escapism, and peeking [32], while another study
recognized 4 major purposes, comprising surveillance,
documentation, coolness, and creativity [33]. In addition, our
earlier study examined the principal motivations of online
expression among Hong Kong youth, including self-expression,
emotional ventilation, life sharing and documentation, social
interaction, attention seeking, and help seeking [34]. We also
identified a positive association between willingness of online
help seeking and the motivations of expressing emotions and
opinions.

The significance of professional and nonprofessional support
has been validated across different populations [35,36], and
therefore, most suicide interventions encourage people to seek
help. Nevertheless, evidence from previous research suggested
mixed findings when it came to the relationship between
suicidality and online help seeking among adolescents [37]. For
example, several studies found that youth who sought help
online were more likely to use the internet for suicide-related
purposes [38] and experience social anxiety, psychological
distress, self-harm behaviors, and suicide [39,40], while other
studies reported that online communication might provide social

and emotional support, which could facilitate ones’coping with
depression and stress [41-43]. In general, as a large number of
studies have indicated, seeking help from peers and friends in
real life is preferred by the young population, compared with
formal help sources (ie, professionals) and unfamiliar people
online [5,44-46]. Adolescents at lower risk of suicide and mental
health problems are more likely to engage in offline help seeking
from peers and friends [43,47]. Among those who prefer seeking
help online, one of the main motivations is to compensate for
any deficits in offline support [48,49].

To date, little attention has been paid to private SNS disclosure,
particularly among adolescents. Indeed, much uncertainty still
exists regarding the relationship between private online
expression and suicidality. Only one very recent study of
university students found that active private SNS usage was
associated with a lower level of suicidality [50], whereas the
frequency for each type of SNS usage was not explored. Results
of a longitudinal study revealed that both heavy and
suicide-related internet use were strongly associated with
suicidal ideation (SI) and behaviors [51]. The subgroup with
high SNS usage reported more psychiatric problems and social
dysfunction as well as limited family or friend support. In terms
of private SNS usage and help-seeking intentions, despite a
positive association between active private Facebook usage and
perceived online social support demonstrated in a youth sample
[12], to our knowledge, no study has directly assessed the effect
of private online expression on willingness of help seeking,
either online or offline.

Rationale for This Study
At present, very little is known about the role Close Friends
plays in both online expression and help seeking for suicidality.
This study is part of a larger project examining youth suicide
in Hong Kong with the specific aim of exploring the use of
Close Friends among adolescents. An exploratory sequential
mixed methods design was adopted. Qualitative data were first
collected through interviews, and major themes were generated
and used to facilitate the development of the quantitative
instrument. The study objectives are as follows: (1) to determine
the prevalence of Close Friends among youth; (2) to ascertain
the frequency, purposes, and reasons for using Close Friends;
and (3) to investigate its relationship with willingness to seek
help both online (from friends and professionals) and offline
(from peers and friends); and (4) to examine the association
between the use of Close Friends and suicidality.

Methods

Qualitative Approach

Overview
Because of the lack of prior research on Close Friends,
qualitative interviews enabled us to obtain a better grasp of how
it was used and viewed by youth. Considering the sensitivity
of suicide-related topics, most participants first engaged in 1 of
the 6 focus group discussions (3-7 persons per session), with
those in each group being acquainted with each other. We then
conducted 12 in-depth semistructured individual interviews for
those who were unable to join focus groups or who had

J Med Internet Res 2022 | vol. 24 | iss. 10 | e37695 | p. 3https://www.jmir.org/2022/10/e37695
(page number not for citation purposes)

Chen et alJOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH

XSL•FO
RenderX

http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/


difficulties elaborating their stories in group interviews on
account of the setting or time constraints.

Participant Recruitment
In total, 40 participants aged 15-18 (mean 16.3, SD 1.1) years
were recruited, including 31 focus group participants (12 males
and 19 females) and 12 individual interview participants (4
males and 8 females); 3 female participants took part in both
an individual interview and a focus group discussion. Of the 40
participants, 35 had lived experience of suicide (ie, incidence
of SI, self-harm, suicide attempts [SAs], or having helped
someone in crisis). The target group for interviews was Hong
Kong youth aged 15-19 years with emotional distress or suicidal
concern; additionally, those with comparatively fewer problems,
but who showed willingness to discuss the topic of suicide, were
invited. Purposive sampling was adopted to maximize variation
and assure diversity of participants’ sociodemographic
characteristics (eg, social backgrounds: secondary school
students, university freshmen, and school dropouts), clinical
and mental health status, and suicide-related experiences.
Adolescents who satisfied the recruitment criteria were asked
if they were willing to attend the interviews. A major barrier to
recruitment was building a rapport with youth with suicidality
and earning their trust, as most tended to conceal their past out
of fear of the stigma associated with suicide. To facilitate the
recruitment process, we solicited recommendations from people

who served, or who were closely bonded with this specific group
of adolescents, including teachers, medical practitioners, and
school social workers, to recommend suitable participants. The
circumstances of vulnerable individuals with SA experiences,
or prior diagnosis of mental illnesses, were evaluated by 2
mental health professionals to affirm their eligibility for the
interviews. Invitation letters and consent forms were sent to
eligible participants or, if they were under the age of 18 years,
to their parents and guardians.

Procedure and Analysis
Considering the sensitive nature of the suicide topic, interviews
were conducted in a face-to-face manner and in a natural,
private, and secure environment. Open-ended questions
regarding the experiences and motivations of using Close
Friends, concerns about online expression, and willingness of
help seeking were addressed in the interviews. All the interviews
were conducted between September 2018 and November 2019.
Each focus group lasted for 1-1.5 hours, and each individual
interview lasted around 1 hour. Two experienced facilitators
led the interviews in Cantonese (the local dialect) and took
charge of data analysis to ensure data trustworthiness.

Reflexive thematic analysis was performed using an inductive
approach [52,53]. We focused on both semantic and latent
meanings, and adhered to the 6-step framework (Textbox 1
[54]) outlined by Braun and Clarke [54].

Textbox 1. The 6-step framework outlined by Braun and Clarke.

1. Familiarization

• All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Two coders (SSC and HYC) listened to the recordings carefully, read the transcripts
iteratively, shared first impressions, and took brief notes.

2. Generating codes

• The cleaned transcripts were entered into the NVivo database (version 12; QSR International Pty Ltd). Initially, both coders independently coded
the data. Relevant, informative, and potentially interesting items were encoded with concise and clear codes. SSC and HYC then contrasted the
2 sets of codes and examined how different codes could work together across the data set.

3. Generating initial themes

• Upon coding completion, clustering or splitting of the valid codes was determined based on their patterns, and overarching themes were generated.

4. Developing and revising themes

• All the initial themes were further developed. Through team discussion with 2 senior qualitative researchers (TPL and WST), SSC and HYC
revised the overlaps and divergences identified in the initial themes. SSC assessed the coherence of codes within each candidate theme and reread
the transcripts to evaluate the congruence between themes and the overall data set.

5. Refining, defining, and naming final themes

• Feedback from the team discussion guided theme refinement. Some candidate themes were combined, split, or discarded before SSC decided
and named the final themes. Related quotes under each final theme were collated.

6. Reporting

• The qualitative findings were reported by the research team and critically reviewed by all authors. Principal themes and subthemes were converted
into the questionnaire items of the quantitative survey.
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Quantitative Approach

Design
A cross-sectional design was adopted in the quantitative phase
by the implementation of a self-administered questionnaire
survey among secondary students in Hong Kong (aged 15-19
years).

Sample
The target population consisted of students in grades 10-12 who
were aged 15-19 years. Invitation letters were sent via postal
mail to all the secondary schools in Hong Kong, with 9 schools
agreeing to participate. According to the official data released
by the Education Bureau of the government in 2019, 150,720
grade 10-12 students were enrolled in 504 local and international
secondary schools [55]. According to epidemiological statistics,
the prevalence of SI among Hong Kong youth was no more
than 25% [56]. On this premise, the required sample size was
calculated. Responses from 1801 respondents were expected to
have a maximum estimation error (absolute precision) of d=0.02
from the true prevalence rate with a 95% CI.

Data Collection and Questionnaire
Quantitative data were collected between September and
October 2019. The questionnaire was anonymous and coded
with a reference number (eg, A001) to indicate the schools for
data analyses. As required by the ethics committee, we
developed a risk management protocol with careful
consideration of both the preservation of confidentiality and the
facilitation of risk control in schools. Teachers or coordinators
at participating schools would be informed of the distribution
of suicidal risks among their students. An alert would also be
sent out to the school if a certain portion of high-risk cases (ie,
≥25%; referring to youth suicidality rate in Hong Kong) were
identified [56].

Questionnaire items were stemmed from qualitative findings,
a review of the literature, and feedback from the research team.
The final survey consisted of 51 items and took around 15-20
minutes to complete. As part of the larger project, this study
contained several sections of the questionnaire, including the
frequency (measured on a 4-point Likert scale: 1, never; 2,
seldom; 3, sometimes; and 4, often; response options are
comparable with those adopted in a previous study [50]) of
using Close Friends, willingness of online help seeking,
willingness of seeking help from peers and friends, SI and SA
experiences in the past 12 months, and sociodemographic
information.

To measure respondents’ help-seeking willingness, we posed
the following question: “When confronted with distressing
issues or life difficulties, did you seek help from any of the
following in the last 12 months?” The response options were
dichotomous (coded as Yes=1 or No=0) and included both online
(online friends and online professionals) and offline (peers,
friends, and classmates) resources of help. Respondents’ suicide
risk was examined by questions on prior suicidal behaviors
scored as Yes=1 or No=0. We asked respondents “Have you
considered killing yourself in the past 12 months” and “Have
you attempted to kill yourself during the past 12 months?”

Nonaffirmative responses to both questions were categorized
as “no/low risk” of suicide, affirmative responses to the first
question only as “medium risk,” and affirmative responses to
both questions as “high risk.” Investigation on recent SI and
behaviors was conducted to compare the relative levels of
suicidality in the population. Most items were either binary or
categorical. The questionnaire was pilot-tested for its reliability
and validity. After minor modifications were made, the
questionnaires were then distributed to all the eligible students
in the participating schools.

Statistical Analysis
The quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS (version 27.0;
IBM Corp). Data cleansing followed the recommendations on
treating univariate and multivariate outliers [57]. The results of
missing values analysis indicated satisfaction on criteria (Little

test) for missing completely at random (χ2
1=2.3; P=.13), and

missing values were replaced through the expectation
maximization method. To summarize the distribution of
responses on each item, descriptive statistics were presented by
frequencies and percentages. Sensitivity analyses using the
Pearson chi-square test were performed to examine whether
differences in Close Friends use and help-seeking willingness
were attributable to respondents’backgrounds or suicide-related
experiences. We also used ordinal logistic regression to estimate
odds ratios (ORs), adjusted ORs (AORs), and 95% CIs for the
associations of the frequency of Close Friends usage with
willingness of help seeking and suicidality. Statistical
significance was indicated with a P value <.05.

Ethics Approval
Ethical approval was obtained from the local Institutional
Review Board of The University of Hong Kong/Hospital
Authority Hong Kong West Cluster (approval number UW
18-338).

Results

Qualitative Findings

Use of Close Friends and Themes Identified
The usage of Close Friends was mentioned in half of the
individual interviews, and 2 out of 6 focus groups addressed
the concern regarding public online expression and emotional
sharing. Participants who had no experience with private online
expression indicated a preference for seeking emotional support
from close friends.

The following 3 recurrent themes emerged from the analysis
with regard to the usage of Close Friends: (1) reasons for using
Close Friends, (2) general concerns about privacy issues, and
(3) the importance of seeking help from Close Friends for
emotional problems. Each theme is discussed in detail in the
next section and the narrative is supported by the illustration of
pertinent quotes. Study participants are identified by the
interview type and number, gender (“M” and “F” refer to males
and females, respectively), age, and suicide-related experiences
(“with SI/no SI” indicating whether they had any SI;
attempter/nonattempter indicates SA experiences).
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Reasons for Using Close Friends: Results From
Individual Interviews

Overview

The 3 main reasons for using Close Friends were identified
from the individual interviews. These reasons included (1)
interaction and help seeking, (2) negative emotions release, and
(3) ventilation and self-expression. Relevant quotes are selected
and illustrated in the following sections.

Interaction and Help Seeking

Close Friends was commonly used by participants to “interact
and seek help from friends”. Because of the great heterogeneity
of viewers, some participants had difficulty getting support via
public posts, while others were hesitant to disturb friends via
direct messaging. Therefore, posting on Close Friends turned
out to be an ideal option for sharing problems or challenges. It
could be an advance notice for friends in real life that a
follow-up discussion on the issue was anticipated when they
met face-to-face the following day.

I never post public stories but always use Close
Friends when I post stories on Instagram. There are
many people I don’t know on this platform. I don’t
want them to know how I feel. Also, they may not
know me, so it is meaningless for them to see the post.
Sometimes I can’t tell my friends right away after
arguing with my dad at night, so I would post [to
Close Friends] on Instagram. Or maybe there is
nothing serious, and I just want to mention it to them.
We can discuss it face to face directly the next day.
[Individual-12, M, 15 years, secondary school student,
no SI, nonattempter]

Negative Emotions Release

Close Friends is also a haven for those who are determined to
build a favorable public image on social media as it provides a
private space for them to “release negative emotions.” Indeed,
several participants were concerned about how their posts might
be treated and whether their posts with emotional expression
would demote their prestige, particularly in the eyes of strangers.
Thus, using Close Friends made it psychologically safer to
publish unfavorable information on SNSs.

I prefer to post photos with individualized
characteristics to bring a positive feeling to others,
and I won’t post any negative stuff on social media.
However, thanks to Instagram Stories and a new
feature called Close Friends, I share more about my
daily life [as well as negative emotions]. After all,
Instagram is a popular platform with a large number
of targeted audiences. I don’t want people to think
I’m too negative [so I won’t post negative things in
public]. [Individual-5, F, 18 years, university
freshman, with SI, nonattempter]

Ventilation and Self-expression

In addition, as Close Friends posts can only be viewed and
commented on by a limited number of followers, some
participants believed Close Friends was a suitable outlet to
“ventilate” and facilitated their willingness of online expression.

I have seen someone put the image of wrist cutting
on the Internet, but I would not do the same thing. I
would regard [posting online] as one of the ways to
ventilate, and I [tended to] say things in a tactful and
restrained manner. I use Instagram, but I only have
a few followers. Most of them are my close friends.
Sometimes I don't think they could understand me, so
I will treat the posts as if I am speaking to myself.
[Individual-4, F, 16 years, secondary school student,
with SI, attempter]

General Concerns of Privacy Issues: Results From Focus
Groups
However, none of the participants from the focus group
interviews mentioned their experiences of using Close Friends,
although a few did address the privacy concerns when
expressing emotions on social media.

There was no way to ventilate before, because online
platforms were poorly developed then. But now, even
if [online platforms are much better developed
comparatively], when you have something to share,
something you don’t like, or you are uncomfortable
with, you would choose a group of familiar close
friends [instead of everyone online], that is, you will
share it in a small circle. [Group 5: Participant-4, M,
18 years, secondary school student, no SI,
nonattempter]

IG (Instagram) posts may be viewed by too many
people, so I won’t post [my status] on it. I will talk to
close friends [if I have something to share] by
WhatsApp message. [Group 6: Participant-4, F, 16
years, secondary school student, no SI, nonattempter]

Help Seeking: Importance of Contacting Close Friends
for Emotional Problems
Close Friends is a relatively new feature on Instagram;
consequently, some participants might not have known about
it at the time of the interviews. This could explain why some
participants highlighted the importance of contacting and
seeking help from close friends but had never actually used
Close Friends themselves. It is therefore possible that Close
Friends might change their attitudes toward online expression
and that these participants might have a greater interest in
posting on Instagram after learning about the function.

You should find some close friends to chat with, but
not with some people who don't know you entirely. A
close friend means someone who knows your
personality and your ways of doing things. Those who
don't know you may only be able to give some poor
suggestions. [Individual-1, F, 16 years, school
dropout, with SI, nonattempter]

I would talk to my friends about my personal matters
in private and I rarely posted the whole story on my
Instagram account. I usually shared it in the
WhatsApp group since I didn’t dare...[directly posting
it in public]. I wanted to find someone to listen to me,
but I don’t like being judged. [Individual-11, M, 15
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years, secondary school student, with SI,
nonattempter]

Results of the Questionnaire Survey

Respondents to Questionnaires
Of the 1704 returned questionnaires, 1676 contained valid
responses, including 822/1658 from males (49.58%) and
836/1658 from females (50.42%) with a mean age of 16.0 (SD
1.2) years. The number of students in each of the 3 tiers of
school bandings was distributed evenly. Bandings are assigned
to schools based on students’ academic performance in

ascending order. Generally speaking, students attending Band
1 schools scored higher on the university entrance examination.

With regard to suicidality, the following 3 groups were identified
based on indicated SI and SA experiences over the last 12
months: (1) 1228/1643 (74.74%) respondents reported that they
had no SI; (2) 354/1643 (21.55%) respondents reported that
they only had SI; and (3) 61/1643 (3.71%) respondents reported
that they had attempted suicide. Accordingly, respondents’
suicidality was categorized into 3 groups, including “no/low
risk” (no SI), “medium risk” (with SI only), and “high risk”
(with SA). The procedure of categorization of respondents’
suicidality is depicted in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Categorization of the 3 groups for suicidality based on indicated suicide-related experiences.

Frequency of Using Close Friends and Respondents’
Help-Seeking Willingness
More than 70% (1163/1646, 70.66%) of the respondents had
ever used Close Friends and around 46% (754/1646, 45.81%;
95% CI 0.43-0.48) were frequent users (those who selected
“sometimes” and “often”). Around 80% (1010/1266, 79.78%)

of the respondents were willing to seek help from peers and
friends, yet less than 15% (173/1266, 13.67%) of them indicated
an interest in seeking help online for self-distress. The details
of respondents’ sociodemographic characteristics, help-seeking
willingness, and usage of Close Friends are presented in Table
1.
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Table 1. Respondents’ sociodemographic characteristics, willingness of help seeking, and frequency of using Close Friends (n=1676).

Value, n (%)Sociodemographic characteristics

Gender (n=1658)a

822 (49.58)Male

836 (50.42)Female

School banding

442 (26.37)Band 1

578 (34.49)Band 2

656 (39.14)Band 3

Willingness of help seeking (n=1266)b

Online

173 (13.67)Yes

From peers and friends

1010 (79.78)Yes

Frequency of using Close Friends (n=1646)c

483 (29.34)Never

409 (24.85)Seldom

492 (29.89)Sometimes

262 (15.92)Often

aIn total, 18 respondents failed to report their genders. These missing values were acceptable considering the size of the entire data set. The valid
percentages were thus calculated by 1658 responses.
bThe valid percentages of willingness to seek help online or from peers and friends were calculated among those who reported willingness to seek help
(n=1266).
cThere were 30 respondents who failed to report the frequency of using Close Friends. These missing values were acceptable considering the size of
the entire data set. The valid percentages were thus calculated by 1646 responses.

Differences in the Frequency of Using Close Friends
and Help-Seeking Willingness by Respondents’
Background Characteristics
Table 2 presents the differences in the frequency of using Close
Friends and willingness of help seeking among respondents
with varying sociodemographic characteristics and
suicide-related experiences. It was found that around 40%
(295/802, 36.8%) of male respondents had never used Close
Friends, while over half of the female respondents were frequent
users (those who answered “sometimes” and “often”) of Close

Friends (χ2
3=60.2; P<.001). Band 1 school students more often

used Close Friends (χ2
6=12.9; P=.04). With regard to

help-seeking willingness, females were more active in both

online help seeking (χ2
2=5.8; P=.02) and peer and friend–based

help seeking (χ2
1=15.3; P<.001). Students from Band 1 schools

were less likely to seek help online (χ2
2=9.3; P=.009).

Respondents who were willing to seek help from peers and

friends were less likely to develop SI (χ2
2=11.8; P=.003),

whereas those who were willing to seek help online were more

likely to have SI and SA experiences (χ2
2=9.0; P=.01).
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Table 2. Willingness of help seeking and the frequency of using Close Friends by respondents’ background characteristics (n=1676).a

Suicide-related experiencesbSchool bandingsGenderVariables

P
val-
ue

Chi-
square
(df)

Group
3, n/N
(%)

Group
2, n/N
(%)

Group
1, n/N
(%)

P
val-
ue

Chi-
square
(df)

Band 3,
n/N (%)

Band 2,
n/N (%)

Band 1,
n/N (%)

P
val-
ue

Chi-
square
(df)

Female,
n/N (%)

Male,
n/N (%)

.019.0 (2)6/39
(15.4)

48/247
(19.4)

117/964
(12.1)

.0099.3 (2)70/501
(14.0)

71/421
(16.9)

32/345
(9.3)

.025.8 (1)105/660
(15.9)

67/597
(11.2)

Online help-
seeking will-
ingness

.00311.8
(2)

30/39
(76.9)

178/247
(72.1)

788/963
(81.8)

.541.2 (2)392/501
(78.2)

340/420
(81.0)

278/345
(80.6)

<.00115.3
(1)

555/659
(84.1)

450/597
(75.4)

Peer-oriented
help-seeking
willingness

.386.4 (6).0412.9
(6)

<.00160.2
(3)

Frequency of Close Friends use

20/60
(33.3)

100/349
(28.7)

349/1205
(29.0)

191/635
(30.1)

182/574
(31.7)

110/437
(25.2)

181/826
(21.9)

295/802
(36.8)

Never

12/60
(20.0)

77/349
(22.1)

315/1205
(26.1)

167/635
(26.3)

145/574
(25.3)

97/437
(22.2)

194/826
(23.5)

210/802
(26.2)

Seldom

15/60
(25.0)

110/349
(31.5)

362/1205
(30.0)

186/635
(29.3)

162/574
(28.2)

144/437
(33.0)

288/826
(34.9)

200/802
(24.9)

Some-
times

13/60
(21.7)

62/349
(17.8)

179/1205
(14.9)

91/635
(14.3)

85/574
(14.8)

86/437
(19.7)

163/826
(19.7)

97/802
(12.1)

Often

aPearson chi-square tests were used to analyze the data.
bThe 3 groups were divided for suicidality based on reported suicide-related experiences: group 1 includes those who had no SI, group 2 includes those
had SI, and group 3 includes those who had attempted suicide.

Association of the Frequency of Using Close Friends
With Help-Seeking Willingness
Table 3 presents the association of the frequency of using Close
Friends with online and peer-oriented help-seeking willingness.
After adjustment for gender and school banding effect, those
who had ever used Close Friends were significantly more
(P<.001 for “often”, P<.001 for “sometimes”, and P=.001 for
“seldom”) likely to seek help from peers and friends than those
who had never used the feature (AORs 1.82-3.02), independent

of the frequency with which the feature was used. Respondents
who posted in Close Friends most frequently (response of
“often”) had a higher likelihood (P=.03) to seek help online
when compared with those who never used the feature (AOR
1.76, 95% CI 1.06-2.93). However, no significant association
has been found between the other 2 levels of usage frequency
(responses of “sometimes” and “seldom”) and online
help-seeking willingness (P=.44 for “sometimes” and P=.16
for “seldom”).
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Table 3. Summary of ordinal logistic regression analyses for the association of help-seeking willingness with the frequency of using Close Friends

(n=1676).a

Model 2cModel 1Predictor: Frequency of Close Friends useb

Adjusted odds ratio
(95% CI)

P valueSEEstimateCrude odds ratio
(95% CI)

P valueSEEstimate

Outcome 1: Willingness of online help seeking d

1.76 (1.06-2.93).030.260.571.85 (1.13-3.04).020.250.62Frequency: often

1.20 (0.75-1.92).440.240.191.26 (0.79-1.99).330.240.23Frequency: sometimes

1.41 (0.88-2.27).160.240.351.44 (0.90-2.31).130.240.37Frequency: seldom

Outcome 2: Willingness of seeking help from peers and friends e

2.36 (1.51-3.70)<.0010.230.862.57 (1.65-3.98)<.0010.220.94Frequency: often

3.02 (2.06-4.43)<.0010.201.113.10 (2.13-4.51)<.0010.191.13Frequency: sometimes

1.82 (1.27-2.63).0010.190.601.78 (1.24-2.55).0020.180.58Frequency: seldom

aOrdinal logistic regression analyses were used to analyze the data.
bFor the predictor in both analyses, the frequency of using Close Friends has 4 outcome levels in ascending order: never, seldom, sometimes, and often.
The response of “never” was chosen as the reference category.
cModel 2 adjusted for gender and school banding.
dFor outcome 1: willingness of online help seeking, the response of “no” was chosen as the reference category.
eFor outcome 2: willingness of seeking help from peers and friends, the response of “no” was chosen as the reference category.

Association of Suicidality With the Frequency of Close
Friends Use and Willingness of Help Seeking
Table 4 shows the risk factors for suicidality. After adjustment
for the gender and school banding effect, willingness to seek
help online was associated with an increased risk of suicidality
(AOR 1.50, 95% CI 1.04-2.15), while willingness to seek help

from peers and friends was associated with a decreased risk of
suicidality (AOR 0.55, 95% CI 0.39-0.75). In terms of Close
Friends usage frequency, those who “sometimes” used Close
Friends had an elevated risk of suicidality compared with those
who had never used Close Friends (AOR 1.53, 95% CI
1.01-2.31).

Table 4. Summary of ordinal logistic regression analyses for risk of suicidality (n=1676).a

Model 2cModel 1Outcome: risk of suicidalityb

Adjusted odds ratio
(95% CI)

P valueSEEstimateCrude odds ratio
(95% CI)

P valueSEEstimate

Predictor 1: Frequency of Close Friends use (Reference: never)

1.49 (0.98-2.28).070.220.401.60 (1.06-2.41).030.210.47Often

1.53 (1.01-2.31).0470.210.421.56 (1.04-2.34).030.210.44Sometimes

1.26 (0.85-1.85).250.200.231.21 (0.82-1.76).340.190.19Seldom

Predictor 2: Online help-seeking willingness (Reference: no)

1.50 (1.04-2.15).030.190.401.59 (1.11-2.27).010.180.46Yes

Predictor 3: Peer-oriented help-seeking willingness (Reference: no)

0.55 (0.39-0.75)<.0010.17–0.610.56 (0.41-0.77)<.0010.16–0.58Yes

aOrdinal logistic regression analyses were used to analyze the data.
bRisk of suicidality had 3 outcome levels: “no ideation,” “having SI,” and “having attempted suicide.” The response of “no ideation” was chosen as the
reference category.
cModel 2 adjusted for gender and school banding.

Discussion

Principal Findings
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study on Close
Friends, a newly introduced feature of Instagram. This is also

the first rigorous evaluation to explore how the private
expression features on SNSs may influence adolescents’
willingness of online expression and help seeking with regard
to mental distress and suicidality. Our findings demonstrated
that a sizable proportion (1163/1646, 70.66%) of adolescents
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had ever used Close Friends, with around half of the respondents
(754/1646, 45.81%) being frequent users. We identified 3 major
motivations for using Close Friends during interviews, including
(1) interaction and help seeking, (2) release of negative
emotions, and (3) ventilation and self-expression. In terms of
help-seeking willingness, youths were largely positive toward
seeking help from peers and friends offline, yet negative toward
online help seeking from online professionals or online friends
with whom they had not yet established a relationship in real
life. Most notably, we identified a positive association between
the frequency of using Close Friends and the willingness to seek
help from peers and friends, as well as a tendency for those who
heavily used Close Friends to be predisposed to a higher suicide
risk and greater online help-seeking willingness, compared with
nonusers. Willingness to seek help online was shown to be
positively correlated with suicidality, whereas willingness to
seek help from peers and friends was found to be negatively
associated with suicidality. The findings of our study, therefore,
significantly contribute to the field by highlighting the emerging
trend of private online expression and its relationship with
suicidality and help-seeking willingness among adolescents.
Moreover, it will be effective to raise awareness of suicide
prevention in the public so that we can all learn to be the
guardian angels of others on social media.

Prevalence of Close Friends Usage and
Sociodemographic Variations in Their Use
Our findings show a relatively high prevalence of Close Friends
usage among youth. The popularity of Close Friends is as
predicted, because personal disclosure has been one of the
central aspects of SNS. A higher acceptance rate was found on
Instagram among adolescents for distress expression, owing to
its advanced privacy settings [58]. The gender differences
identified were in line with what was found in the majority of
previous studies [59,60]. Interestingly, students from Band 1
schools used Close Friends more often, which contradicted the
findings of most prior studies, where social media usage had
little or a negative association with academic performance
[61,62]. This could be attributable to the study populations
(university students vs secondary school students) and intents
of using SNSs (entertainment vs private conversation).

Private Online Expression, Willingness of Help
Seeking, and Suicidality
Understanding the topic of private online expression and its
association with help-seeking willingness and suicidality
remains in a nascent state [63]. Our findings suggest that the
new feature could substantially facilitate offline help seeking.
Notwithstanding, the higher-frequency use of Close Friends
may promote online help seeking, whereas the risk of suicidality
would increase concurrently. This finding contrasted with
previous research indicating that only passive use of SNS (ie,
viewing posts), but not active, was linked with a decrease in
one’s subjective well-being [64,65], and suggested that the
frequency of SNS usage could be the determining factor that
resulted in the differences. While some studies reported that
using SNSs may alleviate loneliness and enhance happiness,
others remarked that excessive usage of SNS and online
expression can exacerbate the sense of loneliness and impair

one’s well-being [66]. Similarly, although using Close Friends
for private online communication may help strengthen
real-world social connections and maintain better social capital,
heavy use of the feature may suggest underlying psychological
or social malfunction, such as social media addiction,
smartphone dependency, lack of confidence in person-to-person
interaction, and low self-esteem, all of which indicate poorer
mental health [67]. In addition, there is conflicting evidence on
the relationship between time spent on SNSs and online help
seeking for suicidality [38,40,68], implying that other purposes
and motivations of using SNSs may contribute to the variations
of both public and private online expression. Considering the
basic binary categorization of passive and active use of SNS in
most previous studies, future studies may explore the purposes
of using SNSs in each individual construct embodied by multiple
components.

In other respects, consistent with previous research [69,70], we
identified a higher willingness of seeking help from peers and
friends and a lower willingness of online help seeking. Besides
the lack of knowledge and mental health literacy, based on what
interview participants stressed, privacy concerns and the priority
of close friends for personal emotions may account for the
overall preferences of offline help seeking. Our findings on the
association between suicidality and help-seeking willingness
are also supported by empirical evidence. For example, previous
studies revealed that peer-related loneliness was positively
associated with nonsuicidal self-injury (NSSI) engagement [71]
and that Chinese adolescents with online help-seeking behaviors
had a greater lifetime prevalence of SI [72]. With specific regard
to online help seeking, previous research indicated that
youngsters with lower life satisfaction and a higher level of
stress are more prone to seeking help online [73]. By contrast,
although our study provides no evidence of the significant
relationship between willingness of online and offline help
seeking, a previous study reported that young people who had
sought help online for suicide-related issues were less likely to
disclose to someone offline [39]. Given that vulnerable youth
often report a higher probability of being isolated by peers and
alienated from social circles [74], this might explain why they
have to turn to people online for help and support. The support
from Close Friends could even be more crucial among this group
of users.

Implications for Future Studies
Considering the high prevalence of Close Friends among
adolescents, this kind of private online expression may shape
the behavioral patterns of help seeking. Close Friends provides
a secure space for private communication and online expression,
which encourages at-risk adolescents to be more authentic in
self-disclosure of distress and identity exploration. Increased
self-disclosure with intimate friends would, in turn, reciprocally
enhance the quality of friendship, facilitate relationship
development, and lead to stronger and more stable peer support
[75]. Nonetheless, the high level of confidentiality inherent in
the Close Friends feature may be challenging for online help
services. Albeit previous research shed light on the efficacy of
suicide prevention messaging [76] and professional-led online
risk screening [72], with the use of Close Friends some negative
expressions on SNSs would be circulated within sealed social
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circles where external access is entirely prohibited. As a
consequence, external service providers would have a little
chance to view the messages requesting assistance, and the
private use of SNS would make it more controversial for
professionals to access and gather data from individuals’ social
media due to ethical and privacy concerns [77]. In addition,
similar to Snapchat and discussion boards [78], Close Friends
posts are less content visible and bear more information-sharing
affordances. Qualitative findings demonstrate that negative
emotional release and ventilation are the 2 primary motivations
for youth to initiate expression on Close Friends, and having a
private profile (only visible to “friends”) on Facebook has been
shown to be negatively associated with social capital [79].
Therefore, adolescents who are deeply engaged in posting on
Close Friends may be more exposed to peer hostility and
contentious comments. Given the correlation between
higher-frequency use of Close Friends and online help seeking,
researchers and program administrators should take the use of
Close Friends into careful consideration and propose solutions
to the “blocking” situation.

This study adds evidence to the critical role of peers and friends
in youths’ help seeking and suicide prevention. A study on
friend SNS underscored the value of positive peer evaluation
on SNSs for the social adjustment of adolescents [80]. Peer and
friend support may reassure at-risk adolescents that they are
understood by someone they trust, and even deter them from
ongoing or subsequent suicidal behaviors. It is critical to
promote or foster some good practices among Close Friends
users that encourage them to be attentive to one another’s needs,
and to seek help from outside if a situation within Close Friends
requires immediate attention for the sake of its members’ safety.
By contrast, although most adolescents intend to help peers in
crisis when they read their NSSI posts, some argued that the
peer support was not very useful and had little bearing on the
decrease in their actual NSSI [81]. One probable explanation
is the absence of further guidance in professional consultation,
as adolescents often inquire about professionals’ suggestions
for a peer’s condition, but rarely urge the individual to seek
formal help directly [82]. Therefore, greater emphasis should
be garnered on ways to improve peer training interventions and
advocate for peer support services such that everyone can look
after each other by providing timely mutual support.

Limitations
This study has a number of limitations. First, the Close Friends
feature was not released until midway through the focus groups,
which limited how much information we were able to obtain
on private expression. Considering suicide is usually a

stigmatized topic, the more anonymous data collection approach
(eg, online interviews and online surveys) would generate
responses with greater validity compared with face-to-face
interviews. Second, a validated, multi-item instrument is
required in future research that evaluates suicidality and
help-seeking willingness. This study included only basic
measuring items and demonstrated a simple 3-level structure
to indicate youths’ suicide risks. Given the mixed relationship
between suicidal thoughts, past SAs, and future suicide risk,
such a design inferred a certain degree of invalidity. In addition,
the use of binary items greatly omitted the details regarding
youths’ help-seeking willingness and reduced the validity of
that information. The result of logistic rather than linear
regression could only be considered “preliminary.” To expand
our knowledge of the nuances of these associations, validated
tools that thoroughly assess help-seeking and suicidality are
needed. Third, private online expression is a new field of
research with no validated questionnaire or scale currently
available. Therefore, the items in our survey were derived
mainly from qualitative results and the literature and should be
revised and tested recurrently in future studies on a similar
theme. Additional confounding factors should also be measured,
including the number of close friends, relationship issues,
parental and school support, and habits of using smartphones
and SNSs. Moreover, the number of valid responses to the
questionnaire survey fell short of the expected sample size due
to an unanticipated amount of missing data and the withdrawal
of some schools at the last moment.

Conclusions
The popularity of Close Friends represents the proliferated need
for private online expression, reflecting an emerging trend
among young people for exchanging suicide-related information.
This study demonstrates support for Close Friends usage for
self-expression and private conversation among Hong Kong
adolescents aged 15-19 years and indicates the relevance and
insufficiency of current peer support for suicidal youth. Further
studies should be conducted to determine the causal relationship
between the frequency and purposes of using Close Friends and
willingness to seek help, which would provide more information
for the development of suicide prevention initiatives.
Researchers and social media platforms should exercise caution
when considering the impacts of heavy Close Friends usage
and may also collaborate to co-design a risk monitoring system
adapted to the private SNS context. Such a system would need
to ensure that adolescents’ privacy is not jeopardized when
communicating online as well as efficiently assist professionals
in identifying young people at a high risk of suicide and notify
them of any suicide-related information posted online.
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