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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: The proliferation of social media platforms has transformed grief from a
predominantly private experience into a public, networked, and technologically mediated
phenomenon in which narratives of loss are increasingly shaped by algorithms, the attention
economy, and affective norms. This study aimed to understand the lifeworld of grief in the
platform era and explore grief influencers’ lived experiences at the intersection of loss, algorithmic
power, and the micropolitics of affect.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed an interpretive phenomenological approach.
Participants were 10 Instagram influencers actively engaged in narrating experiences of grief,
purposively selected based on their direct experience of producing loss-related content and
maintaining ongoing interactions with audiences. Data were collected through in-depth semi-
structured interviews and analyzed using interpretive phenomenological and thematic analysis. The
credibility of the analysis was enhanced through participant checking, peer review, documentation
of the analytical process, and researcher reflexivity.

Findings: The analysis revealed eight interconnected themes structuring the lifeworld of
platformed grief: reconstructing relationships with the deceased through digital memory,
publicization of loss, emotional labor and management of emotional displays, algorithmic power
and the politics of visibility, micropolitics of affect and implicit norms of digital mourning, the
duality of social support and algorithmic control, identity reconstruction following loss, and
continuous negotiation with platform logics. The findings further indicated that platforms
simultaneously facilitate empathy, social support, continuing emotional bonds, and meaning
reconstruction while imposing invisible forms of control over the expression, visibility, legitimacy,
and circulation of grief narratives through algorithms, engagement metrics, and audience
expectations.

Conclusion: Platformed grief constitutes a multidimensional experience emerging at the
intersection of affect, technology, and power. Within this environment, grieving individuals
function simultaneously as narrators of loss, managers of affect, constructors of digital memory,
and negotiators of algorithmic logics. Understanding grief in the digital era therefore requires
attention to both the supportive affordances of platforms and the mechanisms of power, visibility,
and affective regulation embedded within their architectures.

Keywords: Platformed grief; Grief influencers; Algorithmic power; Micropolitics of affect;
Digital memory.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Grief is one of the most fundamental human
experiences, yet its meanings, expressions, and social
organization are inseparable from the cultural and
communicative environments in which bereavement
occurs. The expansion of digital media has
substantially transformed these environments. Under
conditions of hyperconnectivity, experiences that
were once predominantly situated within private,
familial, and physically bounded settings increasingly
become visible, shareable, and continuously
connected to wider networks of audiences (Brubaker,
2022). Social media platforms have consequently
become important sites for narrating loss, maintaining
memories, seeking recognition, receiving emotional
support, and negotiating post-bereavement identities.
Platformed mourning therefore represents more than
the digital transmission of conventional grieving
practices; it involves the reconfiguration of grief
through technological infrastructures, audience
interactions, data practices, and new forms of
visibility.

A particularly significant development within this
transformation is the emergence of grief influencers
who publicly narrate personal loss and maintain
ongoing relationships with audiences through
platforms such as Instagram. Their practices blur the
boundaries between intimate experience, public
storytelling, emotional expression, and content
production. Research on grief labour has shown that
influencers who communicate bereavement online
engage in complex forms of emotional work,
balancing authentic experiences of suffering with
expectations  concerning  resilience,  audience
engagement, and continued platform participation
(Harju & Pentikdinen, 2025). At the same time, highly
affective narratives circulate within an attention
economy in which visibility and engagement possess
social and potentially economic value. The
commodification of grief on Instagram illustrates how
mourning may become entangled with influencer
culture, public attention, and the mechanisms through
which emotional content acquires visibility (Abidin,
2022).

Digital mourning also involves the transformation of
memory itself. Images, posts, videos, comments, and
archived interactions allow relationships with
deceased persons to continue through digitally
preserved traces. However, this preservation
simultaneously renders mourning susceptible to

datafication, because memories and emotional
expressions become stored, classified, processed, and
governed through technological systems (Thommandru
& Mone, 2026). Affect in such environments cannot be
understood solely as an internal psychological state.
Rather, it emerges relationally through bodies,
technological objects, images, interfaces, and social
structures (DeFazio & Sahay, 2025). Digital platforms
therefore participate not only in transmitting grief but
also in structuring how grief becomes perceptible,
communicable, and socially meaningful.

This structuring process is inseparable from
algorithmic power. Platform algorithms influence
which narratives become visible, how long they
circulate, and which forms of emotional expression
receive engagement. Digital surveillance and
algorithmic  discrimination ~ demonstrate  that
technological infrastructures can establish unequal
conditions of visibility while simultaneously
encouraging users to develop strategies for adaptation,
maneuvering, and resistance (Hasan et al., 2025). In
parallel, digital environments generate affective
norms through which particular emotional expressions
become normalized or socially sanctioned. Research
on the governance of emotions demonstrates that
media systems participate in organizing collective
affect and shaping perceptions of what constitutes
legitimate or appropriate emotional expression (Kisic
Merino & Kinnvall, 2023). Grief influencers may
consequently  encounter  implicit  expectations
regarding how intensely grief should be expressed,
how long mourning should remain publicly visible,
and when resilience or recovery should be displayed.

Nevertheless, digital platforms should not be
conceptualized exclusively as structures of control.
They can facilitate collective rituals, solidarity,
remembrance, and the production of alternative
meanings. Mediatized responses to traumatic events
demonstrate how platform users collectively construct
rituals of mourning and public memory (Fitzgerald,
2025). Hashtags and digital networks can similarly
become instruments of resistance and collective
meaning-making following tragedy (Fitzpatrick, 2026).
Studies of digitally mediated participation further
suggest that hashtag-based environments can create
new forms of civic presence and networked
engagement (Alam, 2026), while digital spaces may
generate transformative geographies of connection,
participation, and hope (by Typografia et al., 2026).
Users can also creatively appropriate platform
affordances to challenge dominant representations and
construct alternative narratives, illustrating their
capacity for cultural and affective agency within




technologically structured environments (Huang & Lu,
2026). Accordingly, platformed grief is best
understood as a multidimensional lifeworld in which
support and surveillance, emotional authenticity and
performance, memory and datafication, visibility and
marginalization, and agency and algorithmic power
intersect. The present study therefore aimed to gain an
in-depth understanding of the lifeworld of grief in the
platform era and to explore grief influencers’ lived
experiences at the intersection of loss, algorithmic
power, and the micropolitics of affect.

Methodology

This qualitative study employed an interpretive
phenomenological approach to examine how grief
influencers experience, interpret, and assign meaning
to bereavement within social media environments.
The study population consisted of influencers who
had publicly shared their experiences of grief through
social media, particularly Instagram. Participants were
selected through purposive criterion-based sampling.
Eligibility required direct experience of producing
loss-related content, sustained interaction with
audiences, and lived experience of negotiating grief
within a platform environment. Data collection
continued until conceptual saturation was reached and
additional  interviews no longer  generated
substantively new information regarding platformed
grief, emotional labour, algorithmic encounters, or
strategies for managing digital presence. The final
sample consisted of 10 grief influencers aged 28 to 43
years who represented different forms of
bereavement, including the loss of a spouse, child,
parent, sibling, or romantic partner.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured
interviews.  Interview  questions  focused on
participants’ experiences of narrating loss, preserving
memories, interacting with audiences, managing
emotional  expression, encountering  judgment,
understanding algorithmic visibility, and experiencing
changes in identity following bereavement. The
interviews were transcribed and repeatedly reviewed
to identify meaning units concerning grief, digital
memory, audience relations, emotional management,
and platform structures. Initial codes were compared,
consolidated, and organized into subordinate and
overarching themes through interpretive
phenomenological and thematic analysis. The analysis
sought to preserve the meaning of participants’ lived
experiences while identifying shared structures across
individual narratives. Trustworthiness ~ was
strengthened through participant checking, peer
review of the analytical process, systematic
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documentation of coding and interpretation, and
researcher reflexivity.

Findings

Analysis of the interview data revealed that
platformed grief was organized around eight
interrelated major themes. The first theme,
reconstructing the relationship with the deceased
through digital memory, reflected participants’ use
of photographs, archived posts, videos, and narratives
to sustain a symbolic connection with the deceased.
Digital content was experienced not merely as stored
information but as a meaningful extension of the lost
relationship and as a space in which the deceased
remained affectively present.

The second theme, publicization of the experience
of loss, captured the movement of grief from a private
emotional experience into a public and networked
narrative. Participants described how initially personal
expressions of pain gradually became shared
experiences through audience responses, comments,
and messages. Public narration reduced feelings of
isolation for some participants and enabled
connections with individuals who had experienced
similar losses.

The third theme, emotional labour and management
of emotional displays, demonstrated that sharing
grief online required continuous  regulation.
Participants made deliberate decisions regarding when
to post, how intensely to express suffering, what
aspects of grief to conceal, and how to respond to
audience expectations. They frequently negotiated a
tension between expressing vulnerability and
maintaining an image of strength or resilience.
Responding to large numbers of supportive messages
also became a form of emotional responsibility
toward the online community.

The fourth theme concerned algorithmic power and
the politics of visibility. Participants perceived
algorithms as invisible but consequential actors that
influenced whether grief narratives were widely
distributed or marginalized. They gradually developed
practical strategies, including timing posts, using
hashtags, adjusting narrative styles, and monitoring
engagement, to negotiate platform visibility.

The fifth theme, the micropolitics of affect and
hidden norms of digital mourning, showed that
participants were exposed to explicit and implicit
judgments regarding appropriate grief. Audience
reactions  generated expectations about the
authenticity, intensity, duration, and presentation of
mourning. These pressures sometimes resulted in
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emotional self-censorship and strategic modification
of content.

The sixth theme was the duality of social support
and algorithmic control. Platforms enabled empathy,
supportive relationships, and the formation of grief
communities while simultaneously creating pressures
for continued visibility, audience engagement, and
content production. Support and control were
therefore experienced concurrently rather than as
mutually exclusive conditions.

The seventh theme, identity reconstruction after
loss, reflected substantial changes in participants’
perceptions of themselves, their social roles, and their
online identities. Their social media pages often
changed alongside their post-loss identities, becoming
spaces through which new meanings of self were
negotiated.

The eighth theme, continuous negotiation with
platform logics, integrated participants’ ongoing
efforts to balance emotional authenticity, audience
expectations, privacy, visibility, and platform
demands. The final analytical model demonstrated
that the lifeworld of platformed grief emerges through
the interaction of affect, technology, and power.
Within this environment, grieving individuals
simultaneously become narrators of loss, managers of
emotion,  negotiators  with  algorithms,  and
constructors of digital memory.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that platformed grief cannot
adequately be conceptualized as either private grief
transferred to an online setting or as simple public
self-disclosure. Instead, it constitutes a distinct social-
technological mode of experiencing bereavement. The
platform becomes integrated into the grieving process
itself by providing an environment in which memories
are preserved, relationships with the deceased are
symbolically continued, audiences participate in
meaning-making, and post-loss identities are
reconstructed.

A central implication of the findings is the
fundamentally dual character of digital platforms.
They offer meaningful opportunities for connection,
empathy, validation, collective memory, and reduced
isolation, yet these possibilities exist within
infrastructures that organize visibility, quantify

interaction, and encourage continuous participation.
Consequently, grief influencers inhabit a space in
which emotional support and technological control
operate  simultaneously. Their grief remains
personally meaningful while becoming subject to
public evaluation and algorithmic circulation.

The findings further indicate that emotional
expression on platforms is neither completely
spontaneous nor entirely imposed. Participants
retained agency in determining how they narrated
loss, preserved memories, and interacted with
audiences, but this agency was exercised within
boundaries established by platform architectures and
social expectations. Emotional labour therefore
emerged as a defining characteristic of platformed
grief. Participants were required not only to live
through bereavement but also to regulate its public
representation, negotiate judgments concerning
authenticity, and decide how vulnerability and
resilience should be balanced.

Digital memory was another central component of
this lifeworld. Archived content allowed participants
to maintain continuing bonds with deceased persons
and provided a material-symbolic foundation for
reconstructing meaning after loss. At the same time,
the embedding of memory within commercial
technological infrastructures means that intimate
relationships become dependent on systems beyond
the mourner’s direct control. This illustrates why
contemporary grief must increasingly be examined
through the combined lenses of affective experience,
technological mediation, and power.

Overall, the study concludes that grief in the platform
era is a multidimensional and relational phenomenon
formed at the intersection of affect, technology, and
power. Grief influencers are not merely individuals
publicly displaying sorrow; they actively construct
meaning, manage emotional relationships, preserve
digital memories, negotiate algorithmic structures,
and rebuild identities within networked environments.
Understanding contemporary bereavement therefore
requires moving beyond exclusively individual or
psychological accounts of grief and recognizing the
increasingly ~ important  role  of  platform
infrastructures, audience relations, digital memory,
and invisible systems of visibility in shaping how loss
is experienced, communicated, and socially
recognized.
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