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Abstract

We present two synchronic corpora of Eat-
ing Disorders (ED) related discourse on
Social Media. PAC (i.e., ProAna/Anorexia
Corpus) and RAC (i.e., Recovery from
Ana/Anorexia Corpus) resources focus on
the contents posted on TikTok, respec-
tively, by communities promoting anorec-
tic behavior and users sharing experiences
concerning the process of recovery from
their ED. We report on the corpus statistics
and creation process, focusing specifically
on the methodological issues raised by this
novel Social Media platform.

1 Introduction

It was only 20 years ago that one of the dark-
est sides of eating disorders (ED) was revealed
through the proliferation of websites, blogs, and
social networks, in which a growing number of
adolescents and young adults started sharing in-
formation about their eating experiences with like-
minded users. Among these pro-ED communities,
researchers and clinicians showed particular con-
cern for pro-ana (i.e., “pro-anorexia”) groups, i.e.,
web-based communities of anorexic (or aspiring
anorexic) individuals engaged in the promotion of
their eating disorder (Boero and Pascoe, 2012). In-
terestingly, one of the most horrific and dangerous
aspects of pro-ana groups is that anorexia nervosa
(AN) is not presented as a psychiatric disorder as-
sociated with pathological body image dissatisfac-
tion (Williams and First, 2013), but more as a way
of living with its own rules and rituals to be re-
spected. While over the last years, much has been
done to prevent the circulation of pro-ED content
on social media (e.g., TikTok’s adoption of mea-
sures to obscure harmful contents: Marsh (2020)),
a new but specular phenomenon recently took the
toll, that is, the spread of pro-recovery accounts

of individuals who are in the process of healing
from an ED and are willing to share their eating
experience to help other online users (Greene et
al., 2023). From a linguistic perspective, research
on ED has been very limited and became an object
of study only in recent years (Bates, 2015; Knap-
ton, 2013; Lyons et al., 2006; Skårderud, 2007a;
Skårderud, 2007b; Wolf et al., 2013) as opposed
to other psychopathologies, such as schizophre-
nia (Bambini et al., 2016; De Boer et al., 2020),
personality disorder (Arntz et al., 2012), and de-
pression (Bernard et al., 2016; Brockmeyer et al.,
2015; Ramirez-Esparza et al., 2008; Zimmermann
et al., 2017). This already problematic picture
has been further compromised by the inhomoge-
neous representation of linguistic data in the lit-
erature, where the majority of studies have been
dedicated to the linguistic profiling of ED-affected
individuals in a Germanic language (Cuteri et al.,
2021). This paper represents a small step towards
the reversal of this tendency but a crucial part of
two larger projects (Metaphan1 and RaAM project
20222) aiming at identifying, by the adoption of
different NLP techniques and tools, potential lex-
ical and semantic patterns in anorectic individu-
als. To this end, in the current research, we show
the data collection process (i.e. oral and writ-
ten productions) from ED communities on TikTok,
currently representing the most widely used so-
cial media among young people and adolescents,
namely the population groups at greater risk for
ED. In the following paragraphs, we give a brief
overview of the literature on the topic (Section 2),
then we describe the process of creating the corpus
and discuss the methodological issues that were
met (Section 3) and to conclude we provide few
insights for future works (Section 4).

1https://site.unibo.it/metaphan/en
2https://site.unibo.it/metaphan/en/co

nnected-research-activities



2 Related Works

In recent years, we have witnessed exponential
growth in the use of Social Media (SM), espe-
cially by adolescents and young people. The
community-building nature and the interactive dy-
namics of these platforms, as well as the less di-
rect way of communicating, encourage users to
openly discuss a wide variety of topics (Lenhart
et al., 2010). In turn, this makes available huge
amount of data that can be used for different pur-
poses (e.g. extract actionable patterns, form con-
clusions about users, conduct research, etc.). For
this reason, Social Media Mining (SMM), i.e.,
the process of extracting big data from SM, now
constitutes a well-established methodology to col-
lect large samples of data in different research ar-
eas (Gundecha and Liu, 2012). This approach
has proved particularly fruitful for collecting data
on ED as people suffering from these disorders
seem to overcome the self-protective nature of
their ED to engage in ED-related discourse with
online users sharing similar experiences (Kenny
et al., 2020). Indeed, in the last decade, many
studies have used different SM platforms as a
source of data to analyze EDs (Lukač and others,
2011; Mullany et al., 2016; Moessner et al., 2018;
Bohrer et al., 2020; Kenny et al., 2020; Herrick et
al., 2021; Jordan et al., 2021; González-Nuevo et
al., 2021; Minadeo and Pope, 2022). However, the
state-of-the-art on ED-discourse on SM currently
presents two main limitations: i) the majority of
the analysis was carried out on small datasets built
ad-hoc for the purpose of the work (with the only
exception of Donati and Strapparava (2022)), and
ii) they mostly focused on the English language.
As a matter of fact, in the Italian framework there
have been very little research on the representation
of ED on SM, and that little was mostly focused on
Anorexia-Nervosa and did not target ED in gen-
eral (Richichi et al., 2018; Bragazzi et al., 2019;
Gagliardi, 2021).

3 Corpus Creation: Methodological
Issues

Against this background and intending to fill this
gap, we created a collection of English and Ital-
ian ED-related data that could be used for differ-
ent types of analysis and research. We selected
TikTok as a source of data as it currently repre-
sents the most widely used SM, especially among
young people and adolescents, namely the at-risk

population for ED (Sherman, 2020).
To achieve this goal, we first needed to define

the nature and characteristics of the corpus itself.
As far as the linguistic features are concerned,
our corpus is specialized (i.e., is focused on the
topic of ED discourse on TikTok), synchronic (i.e.,
refers to a specific point in time that is the moment
the data were downloaded), and targets both writ-
ten and spoken language (TikTok videos contain
spoken and/or written text). We did not set a pri-
ori a target dimension to be reached, because this
feature is totally dependent upon the possibility
of extracting the data automatically (Section 3.1).
Conversely, following the common practice in the
domain of SMM, we assumed that ‘there is no data
like more data’ and intended to download as many
videos as possible. To maximize the corpus rep-
resentativity, we tried to balance the sample with
respect to the types of videos being collected but
we could not do so concerning the users’ gender,
because for both corpora the vast majority of pro-
files were of female individuals (see Section 3.3
for more details). The target population consisted
of those profiles that identify themselves in one
of the two following categories: i) supporters of
anorectic behaviors (for the English PAC corpus);
ii) witnesses and motivators for the recovery pro-
cess (for the Italian RAC corpus). Such profiles
were identified based on the linguistic and non-
linguistic (i.e., emojis) information present in their
profile bio. The selection criteria will be presented
in Section 3.1, prior to the description of the data
collection process and the discussion of the related
issues that were encountered.

3.1 Data Collection

As explained above, the selection criteria adopted
to identify the target profiles was based on the
information present in the profiles’ bio. How-
ever, to track the target profiles, we needed to start
from a list of ED-related hashtags that could lead
us to such profiles via a keyword-based search.
The hashtags that were used herein were generated
both by brainstorming and by exploring the plat-
form for a couple of weeks, noting down the most
popular trends and the most widely used hash-
tags (see Table 1 for an overview). Following this
hashtag-driven search, we noticed that there was
very little -if any- pro-Ana content produced in
Italian, that is why for this type of ED-related con-
tent we decided to collect a small sample of En-



glish data. On the other hand, we found quite some
profiles representing the ED-recovery community.
Among these profiles, we selected those having at
least 10k followers (some of them exceed 2M fol-
lowers) and at least 10 ED-related posts, so that
we could maximize the chance of gathering inter-
esting and relevant linguistic information. Hav-
ing identified the target profiles, we used the ED-
related hashtags to conduct a within-profile re-
search to select only the ED-related videos in each
profile in order to extract them.

At this point, the next step consisted of extract-
ing the identified ED-related videos from the se-
lected profiles. For the sake of time and efficiency,
we wanted to download the data automatically.
However, differently from other popular SM, Tik-
Tok has not yet released any official API that can
be used by researchers and developers to automate
the process of accessing and extracting the data.
In addition, even if unofficial APIs exist, they get
outdated almost immediately after their release be-
cause TikTok is constantly updating the anti-bot
system preventing automatic access from the same
IP. To get around this, we looked for a reliable and
cost-effective proxy provider for TikTok scraping,
but we could not find any viable solution.

Therefore we decided to proceed with the man-
ual downloading of the data. The main drawback
of this way of proceeding is that due to time and
resource constraints we could not collect a very
large number of videos (see Table 1). On the
bright side, however, the manual downloading al-
lowed us to i) enhance the content filtering pro-
cess and ii) notice that TikTok videos have dif-
ferent formatting styles that might be worth dis-
tinguishing not only to ease the ensuing transcrip-
tion process but also to conduct separate content
analysis and compare the different results. Based
on our observations about the different formatting
styles, we grouped the TikTok videos into 4 sub-
corpora: 1)Speech-only videos: in which the user
was talking in the absence of background music
and/or written text; 2) Playback: in which the user
lip-sync over a song or an extract from a movie
or tv shows; 3) Text-only: in which there is neither
background music nor the users themselves speak-
ing, but only written text superposed on the video;
and 4) Mixed: in which the above-mentioned fea-
tures are present in various combinations.

Pro-Ana
hashtags

Pro-Recovery
hashtags

#weightloss
(w3ightl0ss)
#unhealthyweightloss
(+ lexical.variations)
#kpop

#dcarecovery
(dcar3covery)
#dca #dcaitalia
#fiocchettolilla
#dcafighting

Table 1: List of pro-ana and pro-Recovery hash-
tags that were used to search for TikTok profile
that share ED-related content

3.2 Transcription

Organizing the videos into 4 categories was par-
ticularly useful for the transcription phase as it al-
lowed to adopt different strategies and techniques
based on the input characteristics. As for the
downloading phase, although we intended to au-
tomatize the transcription process as much as pos-
sible, the high complexity of the data has, in some
cases, made human intervention necessary. For
speech-only and playback videos automatic tran-
scription was performed using the Google Web
Speech API, which is easily accessible through the
SpeechRecognition Library (Zhang et al., 2017).
To assess the quality of the automatic transcrip-
tion, a random sample of videos (n=10) for each
category were extracted, transcribed manually and
then compared with the machine-based transcrip-
tion. For speech-only videos, a high agreement
score was obtained between human and machine
transcription (>90%) which confirmed the viabil-
ity of the method adopted. Conversely, playback
videos emerged as more problematic, thus manual
correction was needed because both singing and
the music accompaniment adversely impacted on
intelligibility. Automatic transcription was also at-
tempted for text-only videos by means of Optical
Character Recognition (OCR) using the Tesseract
OCR engine (Ooms, 2023), but we obtained poor
results due to the high visual complexity of the
input data, more specifically to the extreme vari-
ability of font type, size, and color, the lack of
adequate contrast with the background, the non-
hierarchical spatial organization of texts, and the
presence of non-textual graphical elements (e.g.,
lexical variations of words, where letters are sub-
stituted by numbers or emojis to prevent the plat-
form’s censorship and filtering system from block-
ing the content as potentially harmful, e.g., ‘starv-
ing’ written replacing star with the correspond-



ing emojis, or ‘disorder’ written as ‘d1s0rder’).
The same issue, boosted to the maximum, was
observed with mixed videos, where speech, mu-
sic, and written text were mingled. Therefore, for
these two categories of videos, we could only per-
form the transcription manually.

3.3 Corpus Statistics

In Table 2, we reported an overview of the statis-
tics for the two corpora in terms of number of
videos, number of words, and number of users
from whose profiles the data were extracted.

PAC RAC
n videos 250 1000
n words 13169 116261
n users 14 (all F) 27 (26 F, 1 M)

Table 2: Statistics for the two corpora

4 Conclusion and Future Works

The aim of this work was twofold: on the one
hand, we wanted to present two corpora on ED,
the English pro-Ana corpus (PAC) and the Italian
pro-Recovery corpus (RAC), that were both built
by extracting data from the popular SM TikTok;
on the other, we wanted to discuss some method-
ological issues related to building a corpus using
this platform as a source of data. More specifi-
cally, we pointed out that the absence of an official
API does not allow the automatic extraction of the
videos and requires manual work, which is highly
time-consuming and does not allow to collect a
very large sample of data. This, in turn, might
impede the application of more complex computa-
tional analysis and limit the generalizability of the
results. In addition, we raised the issue related to
the transcription of the videos to text. In this case,
implementing automatic approaches is not always
feasible because of the extreme visual complexity
and variability of TikTok videos. Given the highly
interactive nature of this SM and its unprecedented
success, we believe that TikTok constitutes an ex-
tremely interesting source of linguistic and non-
linguistic data that could be used to analyze other
complex social and psychological phenomena and
we hope that this work paves the way for further
research in this direction.
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Covadonga González-Nuevo, Marcelino Cuesta, and
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