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Abstract
This paper presents a multidisciplinary study by using a corpus linguistic approach to
investigate the topic of teen depression in an online discussion forum. The lexicogrammatical and semantic patterns of keywords in 129 online posts are explored, and five
keywords (i.e. ‘have’, ‘feel’, ‘know’, ‘want’ and ‘really’) are chosen for investigation. The
results suggest that those posts are characterised by recurring expressions associated with
intense emotions, which indicate this group’s vulnerable mental state in relation to social
contexts (e.g. family, school or relationship), and the semantic prosody of the text excerpts
examined is predominantly negative (e.g. ‘I feel so alone and angry’). The findings shed light
on the use of language expressions in a unique discourse of online health communications.
(120 words)
Keywords: depression; online health communication; corpus approach; adolescents

1. Introduction

Online health forums have been increasingly popular for people seeking information or
support about various stigmatizing medical conditions, such as depression, due to their easy
access and anonymity (Ramirez-Esparza, Chung, Kacewicz & Pennebaker, 2008).
Depression can be attributed to various factors, such as stress, anxiety, loneliness or problems
in one’s personal life, which in extreme cases can develop into severe conditions including
suicide or self-harm behaviour (Harrington, 2001; Wilkinson, P., Kelvin, R., Roberts, C.,
Dubicka, B., & Goodyer, I., 2011; Wilson & Valstar., 2014). Depression concerns not only
adults but also adolescents when they reach a particularly vulnerable developmental stage.
According to Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2014, p.37), 10.7
per cent of adolescents aged from 12 to 17 in the U.S (i.e. 2.6 million youths) suffered from
‘at least one major depressive episode’ in 2013, which was higher than the percentages in the
previous decade (ranging from 7.9% to 9.1%). A similar statistic regarding the poor mental
health of young people was reported in the U.K. According to the British Medical
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Association (2006), about one in ten adolescents suffers from a psychological disorder. A
more recent survey indicates that the number of young people going to A&E as a result of
psychiatric conditions has increased significantly; in fact it more than doubled between 2010
and 2015, and self-harm, suicide or anorexia often seem to be associated with such
psychiatric conditions among adolescent groups (British Medical Association, 2016).
Those statistics highlight the issue of mental health and its prevalence and severity among
adolescents. Although some research has been conducted on similar mental health issues for
adolescents in online discourses using corpus approaches (e.g. Adolphs et al. 2010; Harvey,
2013), very few studies has explored the language use of online teen health communications
in terms of collocation, colligation, semantic preference and prosody (Sinclair1996; 2004).
This study, therefore, aims to fill this gap and to identify lexico-grammatical and semantic
patterns in the above online postings in a teen depression community by examining the most
common lexical words which occur statistically more frequently in comparison with general
English.

2. Literature review
2.1 Online health communications
An increasingly large number of studies have been carried out to analyze the text content or
linguistic features (including functions, themes and styles) of online health communication.
For example, drawing on sociolinguistics and medical sociology research, Angouria and
Sanderson (2016) identify the functions of an online forum on Rheumatoid Arthritis and
show how a ‘collective identify’ is constructed in this virtual community. To evaluate the
predictive power of language use in a Web-based treatment course for young adults suffering
from depressive symptoms, Van der Zanden, Curie, Van Londen, Kramer, Steen, & Cuijpers
(2014) analysed the transcripts of chat sessions and found that the increasing use of
‘discrepancy words’ (e.g. ‘should’, ‘would’ or ‘wish’) significantly correlated with
improvements in depression.
In recent years, some studies have started to adopt corpus approaches in mental health related
research as part of an integrated approach that combines corpus linguistic methods, and
health-related contexts appear to ‘offer new possibilities of data and theory building, as well
as becoming a resource for practitioners themselves in clinical field settings’ (Adolphs et al.
2004, p. 9). One such interdisciplinary project on online health communication was led by
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Adolphs et al. (2010), where the language used by adolescents on a UK-based website, ‘Teen
Health Freak’, was explored. The research team created a 2-million-word corpus of messages
posted online from 2004 to 2009; the messages came from adolescents who submitted their
questions in relation to health to an online GP (general practitioner) persona. Words and word
clusters which occur statistically more frequent in their corpus in comparison with a reference
corpus (i.e. keywords and key phrases defined in Corpus Linguistics) were identified as the
main topics of the 113,480 messages in this longitudinal corpus, and these areas of concerns
were: 1) sex, pregnancy and relationships, 2) sexual body parts, 3) body changes, 4) smoking,
drugs and alcohol and 5) weight and eating. Based on this large corpus, Harvey and his
associates further elaborated the topics of sex, sexual health, psychological distress (including
suicide and self-harm) and depression in a variety of studies, which were foregrounded by
corpus analysis as recurring themes in adolescent health communication (2007, 2008, 2012,
2013).
In a cross-linguistic study conducted by Ramirez-Esparza et al. (2008), computerized text
analyses were used to compare language use in English and Spanish online forums
concerning depression; the researchers focused on the identification of linguistic markers of
depression and themes arising from those online posts. They found significantly higher use of
first person pronouns and negative emotional words (e.g. hurt, ugly) in their data. In terms of
themes, which were identified via a statistical approach called ‘Meaning Extraction Method’
(ibid, p.105), the main topics addressed in those posts were highlighted from the frequency
wordlist (i.e. all the words occurring in the corpus), and they fall into a number of semantic
clusters including treatment (e.g. medication, therapy), family (e.g. mom, daughter) and
school (e.g. university, college).
As can be seen, various corpus approaches are utilized to identify themes and linguistic
features in a collection of representative texts with a specific purpose, i.e. a corpus. Few
studies, however, have reported corpus analyses beyond the single-word level of such online
health communication. In rare cases where sample concordance lines are revealed, they are
often used to exemplify connotations (e.g. the example of ‘normal’ in Harvey et al. 2008,
p.776) as opposed to data per se where systematic analyses can be drawn upon. Focusing on
an online forum on teenage depression, the current study will therefore not only aim to
identify recurrent themes in online health communication using keyword analysis but also to
explore the lexico-grammatical and semantic profiles of keywords extracted by examination
of sample concordance lines.
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2.2 Corpus Approaches
A variety of corpus methods applied in the current study will be introduced in this section.
This includes a frequency list and the keyword analysis used to identify recurring themes, and
the framework of Unit of Meaning from Sinclair (1996; 2004) used to explore the linguistics
features of online posts.
A frequency list contains all the words used in a corpus with information about the
corresponding occurrence of each word. It can be used to quickly capture 'the main foci of a
corpus', as evidenced in frequently recurring words (Baker, 2006, p.133). Frequency alone,
however, is often not robust enough to represent the ‘aboutness’ of content in a corpus, and
so statistical measures are therefore required, which leads to the introduction of keyword
analysis. Retrieved by statistical analysis such as chi-square or log-likelihood tests, keywords
are used to highlight the items in a target corpus which are statistically more or less frequent
when compared to those in a reference corpus (Hunston, 2002, p. 68). Keywords which are
content words (e.g. nouns, adjectives and lexical verbs), according to Bondi and Scott (2010),
serve as the ‘principle indicators’ of the theme of a text. As for keywords which are
grammatical words (e.g. pronouns, conjunctions, auxiliary verbs), these words can suggest
the style of a text and also interact with the discourse of a text. As mentioned earlier, the
themes in the online teen depression forum will be identified through keywords, and the
focus here will therefore be on the use of content keywords as opposed to grammatical words.
After the keywords are extracted, the use of the most frequent lexical words will be
investigated at the lexico-grammatical and semantic levels, applying Sinclair’s framework of
analyzing units of meaning (1996; 2004) in order to gain insights into the linguistic features
of the compiled corpus. This framework comprises four types of co-occurrence relations:
colligation, collocation, semantic preference and semantic prosody. Colligation refers to
patterned choices of grammatical collocates that co-occur with a search word or node word.
Collocation refers to lexical items a node word tends to co-occur with, and one way of
identifying collocation is via the examination of concordance lines (McEnery & Hardie, 2012,
p. 126), which is also what the current study adopts here.
Semantic preference is identified as the semantic field of a set of lexical collocates of a node
word. The notion of semantic prosody discussed by Sinclair is further clarified by Hunston
and Thompson (2001) and refers to evaluative orientation in a context comprising adjacent
words or phrases which tend to co-occur with the node word. Concordance lines are
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inspected carefully by the research team to extract information regarding these four aspects.
'A concordance is a table of all of the occurrences of a linguistic item in a corpus' (Baker,
2006, p. 21), and it is a powerful tool when examining the linguistic context of language use,
which will be demonstrated in the analysis section with examples.
The objectives of the study are twofold. The first is to identify themes and linguistic features
in an online discussion forum concerning teenage depression, and the other is to explore the
use of corpus methodology at the lexico-grammatical and semantic levels in the investigation
of discourse in online health communications. The research questions are formulated as
follows:
1. What are the recurring themes in an online discussion forum on teenage depression as
revealed by keywords analysis?
2. What are the linguistic features of the most frequent lexical keywords explored in terms of
collocation, colligation, semantic preference and prosody?

3. Methodology
3.1 Data collection
MedHelp (http://www.medhelp.org/) is an online health community based in the U.S. which
allows users to post questions or comments about health and seek advice from other online
members. The Teen Depression Community is one forum under MedHelp, and the webpage
(http://www.medhelp.org/forums/Teen-Depression/show/185) has the following statement:
This patient support community is for discussions relating to teen depression, abuse,
aggressive behavior, alcohol and drug abuse, anxiety, behavioral issues, fatigue,
gastrointestinal problems, grief loss, parent issues, relationship problems, school
issues, self-esteem, sexuality, sleep disorders, and step-families.
One hundred and thirty posts from 1 June 2014 to 6 December 2015 were collected from the
Teen Depression Community, covering about a period of around 18 months. One post during
this period that was recognized by other users as being posted in the wrong community was
removed. Otherwise, no duplicated posts are identified. All the final posts are put together as
plain text for processing and analysis. The final corpus amounts to 25,806 words and 129
posts in total.
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With regard to ethics or copyright of data collection, it is a thorny and controversial issue in
corpus construction and has been much discussed (see, for example, Grinyer, 2007 or
McEnery & Hardie, 2014). The rationale for collecting data online to build our own
specialized corpus comes from arguably one of the largest corpora, Corpus of Contemporary
American English (Davies, 2008–), where a massive amount of copyrighted material is
collected. The reason why the use of text is allowed (at least under US Fair Use Law) is
‘because of the limited ‘Keyword in Context’ (KWIC) displays’, which is similar to the logic
of ‘snippet defence’ used by Google that processes an enormous amount of text but only
allows end users to access ‘snippets’ (ibid., for more details, see:
http://corpus.byu.edu/copyright.asp). As our full corpus is not made available to the public,
the current project follows the same rationale of ‘snippet defence’ because only a limited
amount of data will be disclosed to the public in the format of KWIC displays in the paper. In
terms of ethics, according to terms of use on MedHelp
(http://www.medhelp.org/legal/terms_of_use), all user generated content in the public areas
(including public forums) is non-confidential as specified in the statement ‘By submitting
communications or content to the Public Areas, you agree that such submission is nonconfidential for all purposes’. As online health communications can involve highly sensitive
information such as names or dates, all the data collected in this project still underwent a
robust process of scrutiny and anonymization although it is believed that most of the users
use nicknames/pseudonyms. User identifications and posting dates that accompany the posts
are excluded. In other words, only non-identifiable information is included. In terms of the
possibility of including vulnerable groups such as children (aged under 16), because it is
impossible to determine the age of those anonymous online users, we paid particular attention
to potentially age-sensitive content but did not discover any. In addition, the posts originated
from a period of 1 June 2014 to 6 December 2015, at least one to three years before the paper
was produced. It is believed that the data collected would not be as sensitive because they are
not as timely as when they were posted although we do acknowledge the sensitivity of the
topic of depression and the group involved.
3.2 Data processing
3.2.1 Spelling standardization
Although online posts on discussion forums fall into the written register, the language tends
to have spoken features, including shortened forms (e.g. ‘u’ instead of ‘you’, ‘kinda’ instead
of ‘kind of’), typos (e.g. ‘Im’ instead of ‘I’m’) or simply errors (e.g. ‘side affect’ instead of
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‘side effects’). As the above spelling variations can impact on the results in keyword and
frequency lists, standardization of spelling is carried out in order to improve the validity of
follow-up analysis. Spelling errors are therefore corrected and spelling variations
standardized with a combination method of manual correction and the automatic checking
function from MS Office Word 2013. Concordance lines are checked whenever in doubt. The
taxonomy of standardization (see Table 1) is adapted from a large research project mentioned
earlier by Adolphs, Mullany, Smith, Harvey & Macfarlane (2010), where various types of
spelling errors, abbreviations and acronyms extracted from their corpus of emails on teen
health are documented. Note that the determination of standardization type can sometimes be
rather arbitrary. For example, ‘your’ instead of ‘you’re’ may fall into the category of either a
typographic or a phonetic error, but as the main purpose of this procedure is to standardize
the spelling to identify the themes and lexico-grammatical features of an online discourse via
frequency and keywords, we consider that the categorization of such ambiguous cases has
little impact on the results of follow-up analysis.
Table 1 Types of spelling standardization (adapted from Adolphs et al., 2010)

Type of
standardization

Subtype

Examples from the current study

Typographic

Space deletion
Space insertion

original
awhile
you self

standardized
a while
yourself

mean time
Im
anothers
any of it’s associated
symptoms
self harm
side affects
your
too
n

meantime
I’m
another’s
any of its associated
symptoms
self-harm
side effects
you’re
to
and

r
u
bf
yrs
kinda

are
you
boyfriend
years
kind of

wanna
cause

want to
because

I'm bleeding RIGHT
NOW
sooooo

I’m bleeding right
now
so

Phonetic
Chat style

Missing apostrophe based on
context
Redundant apostrophe based
on context
Missing hyphen
Misspelling
Homophones substitution
Letters or shortened forms for
full words

Colloquial expressions

Emphasis

Use of capital letters
Repeated alphabet
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3.2. Extraction of keyword and frequency lists
A corpus tool, WordSmith 5 (Scott, 2008), is utilized for data processing, and the Brown
corpus, which contains 1,034,148 words, is chosen as the reference corpus. The Brown
corpus is a collection of general American English which comprises text samples from a wide
range of genres, such as news reports, novels, short stories and government documents
(Francis & Kucera, 1979), and is therefore considered comparable with the variety of English
used on Medhelp, which is a website based in the U.S. The other reason for choosing the
Brown corpus is because it is a freely available corpus with a manageable size that can be
easily processed with WordSmith tools. Note that the choice of a more general reference
corpus might impact significantly on the extraction of keywords. Although other researchers
seem to prefer general spoken English as a reference when comparing to a similar corpus of
online health communication via emails or messages from teenagers who seek advice or
information (e.g. Adolphs et al. 2010; Harvey 2008, 2012), we think it is also reasonable to
use written English as the reference because the language used on an online forum often
entails a mixture of both spoken and written features. We also acknowledge that the Brown
Corpus is somewhat outdated. While other larger and newer corpora are available, however,
they are either not easy to access or not possible to process with existing corpus tools. Yet our
decision for selecting the Brown Corpus as the reference corpus is based on repeated
experiments with other general corpora available in an online corpus tool, ‘Compleat Lexical
Tutor’, developed by Tom Cobb (http://www.lextutor.ca/key/). Through a close inspection of
different sets of keywords when compared with other general corpora and their corresponding
concordance lines, we were satisfied with our choice of the Brown Corpus. Additional
comparisons with the 520-million-word Corpus of Contemporary American English (Davies,
2015) or the 100-million-word British National Corpus (BNC Consortium, 2001), which
includes both spoken and written registers, will also be presented where appropriate.
3.3 Procedures
First, the top 50 most frequent words and top 50 keywords (p<0.000001) are generated by
Wordsmith 5 (see Appendices I & II).
For words which can serve as both grammatical and lexical words (e.g. ‘have’ as in ‘have
had’ for the former and ‘have depression’ for the latter), instances of these words functioning
as lexical words will be counted manually by inspecting all concordance lines, and the
calculated figures will be compared with other predominantly lexical words. Similarly, the
grammatical functions of the top six lexical keywords will be identified by examining all the
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concordance lines, and only corresponding occurrences of lexical meaning will be included
manually.
When analyzing the top six lexical words from the keywords list, the first 30 concordance
lines are examined for further analysis, these are randomly sorted by Wordsmith 5. The
analysis will follow the sequence of colligation, collocation, semantic preferences and
semantic prosody. The focus of analysis of these four aspects depends on specific node words.
Dominant colligation patterns with a total hit of over five times are reported. In cases of
collocation, the occurrences of lexical collocates are recorded, and those collocates are
grouped semantically, with semantic fields which contain over three lexical collocates being
reported. In terms of semantic prosody, 30 randomized concordance lines are grouped on the
basis of positive, negative or neutral evaluation revealed by concordancing. All the semantic
judgement tasks were completed by two researchers, and a third rater was involved in
checking the semantic analysis, which also helped with final decisions in case of
disagreement between the first two raters.

4. Analysis and findings
4.1 Keyword analysis
The top 50 extracted keywords are categorized into open class words and closed class words,
some of which are further divided into subgroups depending on their semantics or parts of
speech (POS) (see Tables 2 and 3). It is acknowledged that some of the groupings may be
determined arbitrarily as meaning may depend on the context. For example, words such as
‘like’, ‘happy’, ‘do’, ‘have’, ‘haven’t’ are ambiguous unless presented in context (e.g. ‘not
happy’). Speaking overall, the corpus appears to have an informal style, as expected, which
can be identified from the use of shortened forms of ten grammatical words, such as ‘I’m’,
‘it’s’, ‘can’t’, and three colloquial lexical expressions, including ‘dad’ and ‘mom/mum’.
Table 2 Open Class Keywords

Semantic/POS Grouping

Open Class (n=freq.)

Affective

negative

depression (62), depressed (42), hate (36)

(emotion/attitude)

positive

happy (44)

Social

family

dad (31), mom/mum (58), mum (19), parents (59)

others

boyfriend (24), friends (91), school (92)

Other verbs

feel (141), help (83), know (136), get (86), going
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(59), have (306), like (158), started (45), think (87),
want (121)
Other nouns

porn (25), suicide (21)

Table 3 Closed Class Keywords

Grammatical Grouping
Pronoun

Closed Class
1st personal
pronoun
Others

I (2014), I’m (234), I’ve (88), me (428), my
(706), myself (98)
it’s (46), she’s (16), someone (39)
can’t (55), don’t (188), didn’t (46), doesn’t

Negation

(20), haven’t (23), wasn’t (16)
Others

Adv.

anymore (30), just (180), really (112)

Conj.

because (124), but (311), so (173)

Verbs

do (154)

Others

about (139), am (146), lot (50)

As can be seen in Table 2, the content keywords provide a snapshot of the various themes,
including the prevalence of affective expressions (e.g. ‘feel’, ‘depression’) and familial and
social roles (e.g. ‘mom’, ‘friends’) in this online discourse of teen mental health. There are
five keywords in the affective grouping, and two of them, ‘depression’ and ‘depressed’,
correspond to the title of this forum, ‘teen depression community’. Another seven keywords
fall under the social grouping while six refer to the role of someone else (i.e. ‘dad’,
‘mom/mum’, ‘parents’, ‘boyfriend’ and ‘friends’) by whom the adolescents are often
surrounded. The remaining word in this semantic field, ‘school’, suggests the social
community that adolescents tend to socialize in. It is evident that these posts are highly
concerned with affective conditions and social surroundings.
In terms of the grammatical keywords presented in Table 3, the dominance of first person
pronouns in various forms with high frequencies (e.g. ‘I’, ‘I’m’, ‘me’, ‘myself’) is noteworthy.
Together with a variety of negation forms (e.g. ‘can’t’, ‘don’t’, ‘didn’t’, ‘wasn’t’), the
grammatical keywords suggest a personal tone with a high degree of self-awareness and
negative elements in those online posts.
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4.2 Analysis of top five lexical keywords
The keyword list (Appendix II) shows that the top five most frequent lexical words are ‘have’,
‘feel’, ‘know’, ‘want’ and ‘really’, with occurrences of 306, 141, 136, 121 and 112,
respectively. Among the 306 instances of ‘have’, 90 of them are identified in concordancing
as grammatical words used in structures such as ‘have been’, ‘have done’, and thus they are
eliminated from the concordance analysis. The final frequency of ‘have’ functioning as a
lexical word is therefore 216 times. Interestingly, four out of the five lexical words are verbs,
the only exception is an adverb, ‘really’. For each of the lexical keywords, the first 30
concordance lines (randomly sorted) are manually examined for lexico-grammatical and
semantic analysis. All the samples of concordance lines can be found in Appendix III.
4.2.1 Have
Colligation
From the samples of concordance lines, it is observed that among the left collocates of ‘have’,
the dominant colligation pattern can be summarized as ‘pronoun + (lemma DO/DON’T) +
have’, and the first personal pronoun ‘I’ occupies the position of pronoun 22 times in this
structure. Occasionally there is the insertion of an adverb, ‘probably/really’, or an auxiliary
verb, ‘do’, for emphasis between the pronoun and ‘have’ (e.g. ‘I really have no purpose in
this world’, ‘I do have two best friends’). As for the sub-pattern ‘pronoun +lemma DON’T +
have’, it has seven hits with ‘I’ in the position of pronoun six times. For the right collocates
of ‘have’, the pattern ‘have+ noun’ is dominant, with 28 hits, and occurrences include
instances with nouns modified by adjectives. On the basis of the above analysis, the general
colligation pattern of ‘have’ can be summarized as ‘pronoun + (lemma DON’T) + have +
(adjective) + noun’.

Collocation and semantic preference
Considering the word class of ‘have’ as a verb and the dominant colligation pattern of ‘have
+ noun’ discussed above, the identification of collocations focuses on the noun collocates
following the node word ‘have’. Noun collocates and their associated semantic fields are
identified and listed in Table 4. After consulting the Oxford Dictionary online (Oxford
Dictionary, 2015), it is found that the primary senses of ‘have’ used here are 1) ‘possess’, 2)
‘experience’ and 3) ‘suffer from illness/ ailment/ disability’. It appears that ‘have’ tends to
associate with words which express affective and social connotations. In addition, seven
11

words in the semantic field of ‘social’ relate to social roles. The tendency of ‘have’ to
collocate with words in these two fields corresponds to the findings of ‘aboutness’ in the
overall keyword analysis. Collocates in relation to both physical (e.g. ‘cancer’) and mental
health (e.g. ‘depression’) are also found here.
Table 4 Semantic preference of ‘have’

Semantic field

Noun collocates

type

Affective

heart, interest, support (2), trouble

Social

Identity/relationship brother or sister, cousins, family,
friend(s) (3), girls, parents
Life

job, life, work experience

token

4

5

6

8

3

3

Health

cancer, depression, energy, panic attacks

4

4

Others

anything, anyone, bets, idea (2), night(s), purpose, record,

8

10

sex

Semantic prosody
The attitudinal meaning expressed in each of the sample concordance lines (see Fig. 1) is
examined and listed in Table 5. Based on the evidence from concordancing, it can be seen
that ‘have’ is dominantly used in negative prosody, which often expresses disappointment
with the status surrounding this teenage group, the struggles with the desire to possess
something, and the suffering from undesirable situations or personal feelings. It is also noted
that the colligation pattern of ‘lemma DON’T+ have’ contributes significantly to expressions
of struggling and suffering.
Table 5 Semantic prosody of ‘have’

Attitude

Line numbers

Total hits

Positive

5,7,8,26,39,41

6

Negative

1,2,3,4,6,13,14,15,20,22,23,24,27,28,34,36,43,44

18

Neutral

10,12,21,25,31,42

6

12

Figure 1 Concordance lines of ‘have’*

N

Concordance

1

slowly and they need to work fast. I have panic attacks at school, I feel as if

2

things and now I'm scared. I want to have my own life....without these

3

I don't want to hurt my baby and I don't have much support from family and very

4

his mind completely saying he doesn't have the energy or motivation and that

5

good girl who must be good at school have a good job. Everyone else keeps

6

no more jamming and its like i don’t have interest in school at all like im

7

with everyone like i want to be alone. I have loving parents and i know they will

8

. Everyone else keeps an eye on me. I have the idea that i want to prove that i

10

course the answer is no but I still look. I have maybe 1 friend and no female

12

. the first thing i noticed was that I didn't have nearly as many as the girls around

13

just friend thirsty. i don't really feel like i have a best friend, i don't have anyone I

14

feel like i have a best friend, i don't have anyone I can genuinely trust or go

15

my mom waste money like that i didn't have the heart to tell him what i was

20

a cancerous tumor below her kidney. I have cancer in my veins. My grandma is

21

and that its time for her to meet god. I have 2 younger cousins, 3 mo apart. My

22

of being beaten was still with media have trouble sleeping because I dream

23

one in the area is boring me because I have zero work experience. I did receive

24

restrictive diets that now cause me to have bets or binge, eating disorder,

25

52 days in a single semester). If I don’t have a bad night, I usually lay down

26

don't bother the baby or me anymore. I have my family support, but I feel that

27

It’s about 2 am where I live, whenever I have bad nights I don't fall asleep till

28

happening during the school year and I have a bad attendance record (I missed

31

and forgot me? Her friends probably have no idea how close we were. Heck

34

again? Hi. I'm a 13 year old and i think i have depression get upset very easily

36

of the people I hang out with I do drugs, have sex, and drink. My parents are

39

so there are many kinds of people. I do have two best friends and some other

41

Hello my name is Lisa and I'm 16. I have a great family. We are in good

42

that I only live with my mom and I don't have any brothers or sisters. I honestly

43
44

was really talkative now I struggle to have anything to say in a group of friends
he knows how correct he is. I really have no purpose in this world. i don’t

* Note that the instances of ‘have’ functiong as grammatical words (e.g. ‘have been’, ‘have done’)
are eliminated from the concordance lines. The sequence numbers above, therefore, have some
omissions.
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4.2.2 Feel
Colligation
The left collocates of ‘feel’ shows that the dominant colligation pattern is ‘pronoun + feel’,
which has 21 instances (including two instances of insertion ‘just/only’), with the first
personal pronoun being ‘I’ in all cases. Even in the remaining concordance lines, six out of
nine instances still relate to how the authors of those posts talk about their own feelings (e.g.
‘I can’t feel happy’, ‘my life feel so alone’, ‘I don’t feel a hundred percent fit with them’).
With regards to the colligation pattern of the right collocates, there are two primary structures:
‘feel like + clause/noun/pronouns’ and ‘feel +adjective’ are dominant. The former has nine
occurrences with seven instances of ‘feel like + clause’ (e.g. ‘I feel like I can’t breathe and I
panic) while the latter has 16 occurrences (e.g. ‘why I feel so alone and angry a lot of the
time). Based on the above analysis, the dominant colligation pattern of ‘feel’ can be
summarized as either ‘pronoun+ feel like + clause/noun/pronoun’ or ‘pronoun + feel +
adjective’. It is noticeable that ‘feel’ is integrated into ‘feel like’ as a fixed phrase in use.
Collocation and semantic preference
Since ‘feel’ functions as a verb in the corpus, a collocation search for ‘feel’ will focus on the
13 adjective collocates following the node word ‘feel’ (Table 6). According to the Oxford
Dictionary (2015), the node word ‘feel’ either carries the meaning of ‘experiencing’ (e.g. ‘I
just feel different from everyone now’, ‘sometimes I feel so alone’) or forms the fixed
expression ‘feel like’ (e.g. ‘I feel like he’s given up all hope on me’ or ‘I feel like if the story is
repeating’) in the concordance lines examined. The main semantic field of collocates appears
to be affective, it mainly expresses a range of negative emotions in those posts. Note that the
only two ‘positive’ collocates actually occur in the construction of negation: ‘I don’t feel
welcome’ and ‘I can’t feel happy’.
Table 6 Semantic preference of ‘feel’

Semantic field

Adjective collocates

Affective

angry (2), alone (3), depressed, different, fit, happy, horrible,
lonely (2), miserable, stupid, uncomfortable, welcome, worse
(3)

14

type

token

13

19

Semantic prosody
The semantic prosody of the concordance lines is presented in Table 7, and sample
concordancing is presented in Figure 2. It can be seen that ‘feel’ is almost always used in
negative prosody, expressing a desperate emotional state, often without actually using the
exact word ‘depressed’, as in ‘I feel lonely and sad I feel stupid ugly fat worthless and
unhappy’, ‘I feel that my entire world is falling apart’ or ‘I have started to feel like nothing
but a burden’.
Table 7 Semantic prosody of ‘feel’

Attitude

Number(s) of concordance line(s)

Total hits
0

Positive
Negative

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,14,15,16,17,18,21,22,23,24,25,26,27

24

Neutral

13,19,20,28,29,30

6

15

Figure 2 Concordance lines of ‘feel’

N

Concordance

1

fast. I have panic attacks at school, I feel as if I'm having a heart attack, but I

2

even after being on birth control, I don't feel welcome. We migrated to the US

3

they will do everything for me but i just feel different from everyone now. And i

4

like i don’t know what to do with my life feel so alone that’s why I’m trying to fit

5

year 10 and my birthday is 7 July 2000 I feel lonely and sad I feel stupid ugly fat

6

My dad thinks that I don't like him, and I feel like he's given up all hope on me.

7

feel stupid ugly fat worthless unhappy. I feel so horrible and lonely my brother

8
9
10

is 7 July 2000 I feel lonely and sad I feel stupid ugly fat worthless unhappy. I
herself now but I would love if she didn't feel this depression that she feels
anymore. I have my family support, but I feel that my entire world is falling apart

11

to see me until the baby was born. I feel miserable. I told him if that's what

12

. And I hate it. It ruins my day. I can't feel happy. How do I stop this? There

13

will be without a father just like me. I feel like if the story is repeating and

14

to feel like nothing but a burden. I feel like everything I do has a negative

15

months. The past week I have started to feel like nothing but a burden. I feel like

16

dad has proven her wrong, but at times I feel so lonely I turn to something to help

17

want me anymore and mentally I feel worse and worse every day. Suicide

18

what i was really feeling so i said no. i feel like I’ve missed my only shot at help

19
20

not go to school. That’s not the case, I feel like if I go to school everyone there
old. I think that it traveled down to me. I feel like me, as a person, will never be

21
22

other close friends. But sometime I feel so alone...I don't think I belong with
everyone there hates me. I don’t want to feel worse than I already do. Can

23

and laughing but then, just like that, I'll feel all depressed and angry. I'm not the

24

confidence. I just don't understand why I feel so alone and angry a lot of the time.

25
26

my mind goes straight to it and I feel like I can't breathe and I panic it
more confident with food now although I feel a bit uncomfortable eating around

27

I'm not as cool as them. And I don't feel a hundred per cent fit with them.

28

. I would rather do homeschooling but I feel like I would barely do that. I don't

29

live surrounded in bad. Although I only feel this way about myself and will

30

is "ew... jk ily" supposed to make me feel when the girl next to me was being

4.2.3 Know
Colligation
The dominant colligation pattern of ‘know’ on the left is ‘pronoun+ lemma DON’T + know’.
It has 19 instances including cases where adverbs (such as ‘always’ or ‘really’) are inserted
into the structure. Similar to the previous colligation patterns, 18 out of 19 concordance lines
have the pronoun ‘I’ forming the dominant expression ‘I don’t know’. With regard to the
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colligation pattern on the right, the common structures are ‘know + what to do’ (e.g. ‘I don’t
know what to do with my life’) and ‘know + (if) clause’ (e.g. ‘I know I need help’, ‘I know I
shouldn’t’, ‘I want to know if it’s too late to heal this), with six and eight hits, respectively.
Nine of the remaining concordance lines have wh- clauses (starting with
‘what/where/why/whether/who’) following ‘know’, such as ‘he doesn’t know how offended I
really get’ or ‘I don’t know where I should belong’.

Collocation and semantic preferences
From the above colligation analysis and an inspection of sample concordance lines, lexical
collocates that have a frequency exceeding five and directly relating to ‘know’ are rare,
except for six instances of the ‘don’t know what to do’ construction. The collocation pattern
and semantic preference of ‘know’ in concordance lines are therefore not easy to identify.
According to the Oxford Dictionary (2015), the two primary meanings of ‘know’ used in
these concordance lines are ‘being aware of’ (e.g. ‘I also started cutting myself in August. I
know I shouldn’t’ or ‘I know it was a long time ago’) and ‘having knowledge’ (e.g. ‘I don’t
know where I should belong’ or ‘people just seem to hate me and I don’t know why’), with
the latter accounting for nearly three-quarters of the sample (23 out of 30 lines). The numbers
of corresponding concordance lines are listed in Table 8, and the sample concordance lines in
Figure 3.
Table 8 Senses of ‘know’

Sense

Number(s) of concordance line(s)

‘be aware of’

1,2,5,6,9,16

‘have knowledge’

3,4,7,8,10,11,12,13,14,15,17,18,19,20,21,22,23,24,26,27,28,29,30

17

Figure 3 Concordance lines of ‘know’

N

Concordance

1

. I've been trying not to, but it's difficult. I know I need help, I just don't know how I

2

I also started cutting myself in August. I know I shouldn't, and I had stopped for

3

shape, and i want to stop this. I want to know if it’s too late to heal this. I would

4

difficult. I know I need help, I just don't know how I could possibly tell anyone.

5
6

have a support group either. I don't even know what I'm asking but okay let me
care why did you write this?" I don't know really, if I get help that’s fine but if

7

beginning of this school year! I just don't know what to do, I'm so stressed and

8

I feel like I would barely do that. I don't know. What should I do? I'm 13 years

9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

teenager". i laugh but he doesn't know how offended i really get. then he
was adopted like everyone my relatives know it while i don’t it pressures me in a
. I lost focus at everything like i don’t know what to do with my life feel so
to be alone. I have loving parents and i know they will do everything for me but i
in my mind it seems that i don’t know what to do. I became lost not
people just seem to hate me and I don't know why. Hi I'm Brittany barrett I'm a
her that I'm her son and I'll always know her son and her son only. I am a
more effin years till i graduate. I don’t know i seemed lost. I lost focus at
understand this issue...I just don't know what to do. help? My boyfriend of
who I should be with at school. I don't know where I should belong. I don't
over think about everything. I don't really know like who I should be with at school.

20

to go back to my old self. I just don't know how and don't know if/when it will

21

know where I should belong. I don't know how to be social. My school is a

22

I still do it. Only a couple of people know I still do it, one is my 12 year old

23

. My mum knows I've tried it but I don't know whether she knows I still do it.

24

and I panic it might be dumb but I don't know what to do Hi. My name is

25

, it means a lot. Goodbye. I'm 18 and I know it was a long time ago but when I

26

old self. I just don't know how and don't know if/when it will ever happen. What

27

she sheltered me so much I didn't know what she was doing but I had a

28

just like their father. I was too young to know any of this and didn't find out till

29

to getting married having kids. I don't know what to do though because I am

30

. Things a child at that age should never know or hear. This in turn has caused

Semantic prosody
As aforementioned, the semantic prosody of ‘know’ is doubly rated by the researchers, and
the results are presented in Table 10. As can be seen, over half of the instances of ‘know’ are
used in negative prosody where the authors of those posts often find themselves in a clueless
and helpless state, not having the necessary knowledge to cope with problematic situations
(e.g. ‘I don’t know I seemed lost’ or ‘I was too young to know any of this’), which relates to
the second dictionary meaning discussed previously. The colligation pattern ‘don’t know’

18

plays a significant part in determining the semantic prosody here as this formulaic sequence
accounts for two-thirds of the concordance lines (see Fig. 3).
Table 9 Semantic prosody of ‘know’

Attitude

Number(s) of concordance line(s)

Total hit

Positive

12

1

Negative

4,5,7,8,9,11,13,14,16,17,18,19,20,21,24,28,29,30

18

Neutral

1,2,3,6,10,15,22,23,25,26,27

11

4.2.4. Want
Colligation pattern
The primary colligation pattern of ‘want’ on the left is ‘pronoun + (lemma DON’T) + want’.
The sub-pattern ‘pronoun + lemma DON’T + want’ has 11 hits, with the first personal
pronoun ‘I’ in nine of them. Another sub-pattern, ‘pronoun + want’, has 13 occurrences, and
all the pronouns are ‘I’. As for the colligation pattern on the right, the structure ‘want +
infinitive to verb’ is dominant, with 22 occurrences. The colligation pattern can therefore be
summarized as ‘pronoun + (lemma DON’T) + want + infinitive to verb’.

Collocation and semantic preferences
The above colligation pattern stimulates further interest in exploring verb collocates in the
structure of infinitive ‘want + infinitive to do something’. After the concordance lines are
inspected and annotated, the verb collocates and their corresponding sematic fields are listed
in Table 10. The verb ‘want’ appears to be mainly used with the meaning of ‘wish’ (Oxford
Dictionary, 2015) in these collocation patterns. As the meanings of most verb collocates
(such as ‘take’, ‘have’ or ‘be’) depend on the multi-word expressions that they are part of, the
whole expressions (such as ‘do therapy’ or ‘have my own life’) are included in Table 10. It
should also be noted that there are three instances in the semantic field of harmful acts, ‘cut’,
‘hurt’ and ‘self-harm’, and even the phrase ‘get better’, which seems positive in appearance,
but actually belongs to a longer negative statement, ‘I don’t want to get better’.
Table 10 Semantic preference of ‘want’

Semantic field

Verb collocates

type

token

Health

do therapy, get better, take medicine

3

3

Status

be alone/around/there/with, have my own

7

7

19

life, make it through, turn out this way
Harmful acts

cut, hurt (2), self-harm

3

4

Other

know, lie down, prove, quit, say, stop, tell,

8

8

wake up

Semantic prosody
Semantic prosody traits of the discourse are listed in Table 11. The node word ‘want’ is
primarily used in negative prosody that often suggests a struggle for love and attention (e.g.
‘…like even my loved ones don’t want me around anymore’, ‘I want to tell my mum but I’m
scared’), desperate thoughts (e.g. ‘I just want the pain to stop’, ‘I want to cut so badly’) or
fighting against those negative thoughts (e.g. ‘how to cope with the feeling I get when I want
to self-harm’ or ‘I don’t want to hurt myself’). The mental states expressed through the use of
‘want’ in those posts are highly conflictive.
Table 11 Semantic prosody of ‘want’

Attitude

Number(s) of line(s)

Total hits

Positive

7

1

Negative

3,4,5,6,8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15,16,17,19,20,21,22,
23,24,25,26,27,30

25

Neutral

1,2,18,28,29

5

Figure 4 Concordance lines of ‘want’

20

N

Concordance

1

it a couple times and she does not want to take medicines and I'm

2
3

and I'm assuming she doesn't want to do therapy. I don't know if there
me and like even my loved ones don't want me around anymore. My boyfriend

4

tired of getting along with everyone like i want to be alone. I have loving parents

5

many other things and now I'm scared. I want to have my own life....without

6

own life....without these thoughts.... I want to tell my mom but I'm scared

7

an eye on me. I have the idea that i want to prove that i am worth it to my

8

. My boyfriend of two years doesn't want me anymore and mentally I feel

9

but haven't told anyone because I don't want them thinking it's for attention. My

10

how to cope with the feeling I get when I want to self-harm or is there nothing I

11

or is there nothing I can do? I don't want to hurt myself but it seems that I

12

like if the story is repeating and didn't want to turn out this way. Hi, This is the

13

through the night. But sometimes I don't want to make it through, those nights

14

all she can say is "I'm sorry". I don't want pity, I don't want people to think of

15

is "I'm sorry". I don't want pity, I don't want people to think of me as any less

16

because I honestly don't care. I don't want to get better, I don't see the point

17

I do go its torture, I'm starting to not want to be around my friends because

18

to ask me about school and stuff. I just want to lie down. I wish I could just run

19

a solution and can't think of one. I just want the pain to stop.. This is going to

20

some of the people are awful there. I want to quit but I'm too anxious to quit

21

if I quit. I'm miserable and don't want to be there because it's destroying

22

is the only way out but I know I just want a solution and can't think of one. I

23

sleep too much or too little, and I never want to wake up. I've gained ten pounds

24

and I want to cut so badly but I don't want to hurt my baby and I don't have

25

if I'm having a heart attack, but I don't want to say anything....... Since I was 7,

26

and follow everything my parents want me to do, I'm never in the mood to

27

sides r just making things worse and I want to cut so badly but I don't want to

28

not it’s in a very bad split shape, and i want to stop this. I want to know if it’s

29

split shape, and i want to stop this. I want to know if it’s too late to heal this.

30

my brother said no one is going to want to be with you when you’re older

4.2.5 Really
Colligation
As ‘really’ is used as an adverb, the search for a colligation pattern focuses on its modifiers.
Through concordancing, it is found that the pattern ‘really +verb’ has 20 hits. The verb
collocates include infinitives, present and past tenses, as well as present and past participles.
The remaining ten instances of ‘really’ share the structure ‘really + adjective’.
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Collocation and Semantic Preferences
The above colligation analysis drives the search for collocates to focus on verb collocates and
adjective collocates of ‘really’. The semantic fields of those collocates are listed in Table 12.
According to the Oxford Dictionary (2015), the semantic analysis of those collocates shows
that ‘really’ is used with two main senses: 1) ‘very; thoroughly’ (e.g. ‘…he doesn’t know how
offended I really get’ or ‘I’m just really tired of everything’), and 2) ‘emphasizing a statement
or opinion’ (e.g. ‘This life is really hard because…’ or ‘I have a really strong self-harm
addiction’). Note that, as usual, sometimes the meaning of a collocate is not complete without
the context; whole phrases therefore are included in Table 12 (e.g. ‘committing suicide’ or
‘draining me and dragging me’). The node word ‘really’ appears mostly to collocate with
words in relation to affective senses, illustrating the intense emotions of the authors who
wrote those posts.
Table 12 Semantic preference of ‘really’

Semantic field

Collocates

type

toke
n

Affective

Verb

appreciate, care/cared, committing suicide, draining

11

13

me and dragging me, feel/feeling, get (offended),
grieved, like, love, trusted, stand each other

Others

Adj.

angry, depressed, satisfied, tired

4

4

Verb

had, helped, mean, need advice (2), tell (2)

5

7

Adj.

bad, hard, nice, popular, strong, young

6

6

Semantic prosody
Semantic prosody where ‘really’ represents it is listed in Table 13, and sample concordance
lines in Figure 5. As is often the case, the node word ‘really’ is mainly used in negative
prosody to refer to the unwillingness of an author to get involved in a situation (e.g. ‘I don’t
really feel comfortable talking to her’) or the author’s negative evaluation of a situation (e.g.
‘I wouldn’t really like to get into because…’). A suicidal intention may also be observed, as
in ‘I make plans to die without really committing suicide’. In contrast, in cases where positive
prosody occurs, the act of seeking help, as in ‘I really need advice’, or some positive aspect
of a situation, as in ‘some girls are really nice but I still don’t fit in with them’, is also found,
although it may not always have a positive impact.
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Table 13 Semantic prosody of ‘really’

Attitude

Number(s) of line(s)

Total hits

Positive

5,7,11,12,19,20,28

7

Negative

1,2,3,4,6,8,9,10,13,14,15,17,18,21,22,24,25,

19

27,29
Neutral

16,23,26,30

4

Figure 5 Concordance lines of ‘really’

N
1
2

Concordance
we are not close at all (in fact we can't really stand each other), so i don't really
can't really stand each other), so i don't really feel comfortable talking to her. I

3

. Then i kind of realize that i never really had any. Every day i just lay here

4

I have often felt depressed, they don't really care about my feelings at all. And

5

me during some of the beatings. I would really appreciate help. I'm just so sad.

6

I don’t know already what to do i am not really satisfied if a good thing happened

7

me into traffic. I know have someone I really love and I haven't cut in almost 9

8

old and I think am depressed I don't really tell how I feel because people

9

stress free talkative bubbly chick don't really tell about how I feel not even my

10

just to listen about how I feel. This life is really hard because even when am

11

up. One was still in jail, one became really popular, one became obsessed

12

for 3 years I had a therapist I loved and really trusted but I suffer from anxiety

13
14

Turkey to Sweden, he beat me. I have a really strong self harm addiction and
in grade 8 for something I wouldn't really like to get into cause its irrelevant

15

have the heart to tell him what i was really feeling so i said no. i feel like I’ve

16

of the twins I was carrying and I haven't really grieved or anything but it's hitting

17

us to be together an hour later. This is really draining me and dragging me into

18

i really get. then he asked me if i really was depressed and after his

19

take it seriously because in the past i'd really been helped and inspired by

20

of them are superficial. some girls are really nice but i still don't fit in with them.

21

but he doesn't know how offended i really get. then he asked me if i really

22
23

cut herself several times when she feels really bad about herself. She lacks
/uplifting words, thanks guys Hello all, I really need advice on what to do with

24

school and my father would get really angry when i wrote the letters

25

succeed. I make plans to die without really committing suicide and many

26
27

is unhealthy for me. Please help me. I really need advice. I hope I don't sound
I don't sound snippy or mean i'm just really tired of everything. My parents are

28

stopped. I wanted to see if my parents really cared for me.....during a track

29

if when I get older I might try it" I didn't really mean what was saying i don't

30

I am 16. I was exposed to porn at a really young age 11-13 I the first time I

23

5. Discussion and conclusion
From a semantic analysis of the top 50 keywords and the five most frequent lexical keywords,
it can be summarized that the themes of the online posts in this ‘teen depression community’
are often expressed using frequently recurring language expressions associated with intense
emotions of helplessness and desperation that indicate their vulnerable mental state in relation
to social contexts (such as family, school, friend, relationship), which adolescents are often
surrounded by. The feelings expressed are so powerful that, at times, they may escalate to
self-reported intention or behaviour of self-harm, or they may even provoke suicidal thoughts.
These themes suggest that the issues regarding mental health from this forum are perhaps
primarily concerned with adolescents’ struggles between themselves and the social circles
surrounding them. This can be evidenced by the extremely high frequency of the first
personal pronoun ‘I’, with 2,014 occurrences, accounting for 7.8% of the whole corpus, when
compared with 0.6% of the first personal pronoun ‘I’ in the Brown reference corpus of
general written English. The percentage of the first personal pronoun ‘I’ accounts for only
0.3% of the spoken subcorpus and a fractional 0.007% of the written subcorpus of the 100million-word British National Corpus (BNC Consortium, 2001). Two common colligation
patterns ‘I +have/feel/want’ and ‘I +lemma DON’T + have/know/want’ may indicate a high
degree of self-consciousness in these posts. This is corroborated by data collected in the
corpus, where 127 out of 129 posts are found to be self-focused. Such a heightened level of
self-focus is often associated with ‘depressed pessimism’ (Pyszczynski, Holt & Greenberg
findings, 1987) or ‘negative affect’, which includes depression, anxiety or any negative mood
(Mor & Winquist, 2002; Mor et al. 2010). Through a semantic analysis of concordance lines,
it is not surprising to find that the majority of contexts where the top five lexical words occur
tend to have a negative denotation, e.g. ‘I don't want to get better’, ‘I just want a solution and
can't think of one’. There are also some disturbing and devastating statements, such as ‘I feel
nothing but a burden’, ‘I feel that my entire world is falling apart’, ‘I make plans to die
without really committing suicide’. Some signals which indicate attempts to make a cry for
help, however, are also found, e.g. ‘I really need advice’ or ‘I would really appreciate help’,
and the online discussion forum seems to provide a platform for such posters to share their
conflicting emotions anonymously.
In terms of methodology, corpus approaches appear to be fairly effective for the identification
of recurring themes (using keyword analysis) and linguistic features (using Sinclair’s
framework). Analysis at the single-word level (i.e. keywords and collocates), however, is
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found to be insufficient, and often the bigger picture can only be revealed by lexicogrammatical and semantic analysis of concordance lines. For example, 18 out of the 30
sample concordance lines for the node word ‘know’ point to the longer expression ‘I don’t
know’, and nine out of 30 concordance lines for another node word, ‘want’, also form a
longer expression, ‘I don’t want’. This is also true for the semantic analysis of collocations.
Take the collocations of ‘want’ for example. It collocates with a variety of delexical verbs,
such as ‘get’, ‘take’, ‘have’, which are semantically incomplete unless the whole phrases in
use are provided, e.g. ‘get better’, ‘take medicine’ and ‘have my own life’. However, note that
the semantic prosody of context can only be revealed when more context is disclosed, e.g. ‘I
don’t want to get better’ or ‘she does not want to take medicine’. With regard to the linguistic
style of these texts, the frequent use of shortened forms, colloquial expressions such as ‘feel
like’ or ‘don’t know what to do’, indicates the informality and chat style of these posts. It
should also be noted that all the keywords identified and discussed are unavoidably
influenced by the choice of a reference corpus, as mentioned before. As online forums are a
unique genre with mixed features from both written and spoken registers (e.g. the look of
narrative and greetings at the beginning for the former and some colloquial expressions for
the latter), the adoption of a different reference corpus would most likely impact on the
keywords extracted. In the experiments described earlier, it was, for example, found that
using the spoken subcorpus of the BNC as the reference corpus with the online corpus tool
Compleat Lexical Tutor highlighted a different set of keywords, where the top five lexical
keywords are ‘motivate’, ‘weight’, ‘freshman’, ‘porn’ and ‘program’. Apparently, if those
keywords were selected for discussion, this study would be pointing in a completely different
direction from the current one. We argue that more research should address the issue of a
reference corpus by comparing the results from the use of different sample texts, not just
from the perspective of written and spoken registers, but also from, for example, online
health communications with adults or face-to-face discussions between adolescents and
healthcare professionals.
In terms of the limitations of this study, as the manual examination of concordance lines is
very time-consuming, only the top 50 words and five most frequent lexical keywords are
analyzed, including 30 concordance lines for each of the chosen keywords. It is also
acknowledged that judgement of semantic groupings or prosody is unavoidably subjective,
and at times the contextual information available from concordance lines or posts is limited
for such decisions to be made. We, however, believe that the reliability of such tasks has been
improved by the procedure of double-rating with two researchers, and complemented by a
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third rater when needed. In addition, the corpus investigated is relatively small, and more data,
covering a wider range of words and concordance lines, would certainly improve the validity
of the analysis. It should also be noted that the term ‘depression’ used here is a blanket
expression. As Harvey (2013: 172) has rightly pointed out, when an adolescent group
mentions depression or being depressed, ‘they will not necessarily be describing a clearly
bounded condition, a unitary state of being'. The analysis presented here, therefore, only
refers to a self-reported mental state as opposed to a clinically diagnosed condition.
This paper presents a multidisciplinary study by using a corpus linguistic approach to
investigate the topic of teen depression in an online forum for health communications. It is
hoped that through such an interdisciplinary approach, researchers and practitioners can
benefit from the synergy of linguistics and mental health communications, which otherwise
might be deemed to be mutually irrelevant. The findings shed light on the use of language
expressions in a unique discourse, on both lexico-grammatical and semantic levels, and it
also demonstrates the effectiveness of corpus approaches in researching health
communications. Moreover, it helps us to better understand the struggles and suffering of this
vulnerable group, which are often otherwise concealed from their parents, teachers and
friends.
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