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Sadfishing Phenomenon of #Justiceforaudrey (Hashtag) On Twitter
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Abstract. People use social media as a means to share everything about themselves and their
daily lives. Many users tell stories or things they see that can attract the attention and sympathy
of many people in social media. One of the cases that went viral at the beginning of 2019 was
a case of alleged violence that had befallen 17-years old Pontianak SMPN (junior high school)
student named Audrey who claimed to have been persecuted by several high school students. The
Audrey case drew attention of many circles and was viral through the hashtag JusticeForAudrey
on Twitter social media in April 2019. The hashtag had even occupied the world trending. The
viral hashtag ‘JusticeForAudrey’ and the reaction of a number of public figures to this case made
many people sympathetic and gave support to Audrey. Through the power of social media, this
case was widespread and reached various groups in cyberspace. The issue of humanity is indeed
an issue that is able to bring sympathy from everyone, but this can immediately change and turn
around against the victim when unexpected new evidence & findings are revealed. This study aims
to analyze the phenomenon of sadfishing (provoking sadness) from a teenager named Audrey who
intentionally uploaded and portrayed her sadness on social media to be viral and brought a lot of
public attention. This research uses a qualitative method with a case study approach. The theory
applied in this study is related to the use of social media, namely media system dependency theory
(MSD) or media dependency.
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INTRODUCTION

Social media has changed the world
a lot, turning around many thoughts and
theories; the level of communication

to do intrigues and tricks in order to get
likes, shares, and comments as many as
possible as a form of manifestation of
self-attention and existence.

merges in one platform which we now
call social media or social networking
(Watie, 2011). A social media user can
easily access anything only by connecting
to the internet, even if the access is slow.
Users do not need to spend a lot of
money, do not need expensive tools, and
it can be done alone. Social media users
can freely edit, add, and modify text,
images, videos, graphics, and various
other content models to eventually share
them on social networks. Social networks
now provide direct feedback for users in
the form of likes, comments, and shares.
This encourages many social media users
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A new phenomenon trending on
social media/cyberspace is sadfishing
which interpreted as provoking sadness.
Sadfishing describe the behavior of
someone who makes excessive statements
about their emotional problems to gain
sympathy from many people on social
media. Unwittingly, this sadfishing
phenomenon is common among teenagers
everywhere in the world; they want to get
a lot of attention from others and their
stories become viral. They do not hesitate
to share their personal status on social
media to get lots of likes, shares, and
comments so that others sympathize with
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them; they even become oblivious to the
limitations of their privacy. Everything
that they pour out on social media is
actually consumed by many people; some
people end up feeling compassionate
and pity and giving their support, but
some who do not understand will see it
as excessive sadfishing actions. These
people probably send many negative
comments which can be considered as
cyberbullying, so that people who do
sadfishing will get more depressed and
psychologically worst.

The sadfishing case in this study is
the (hashtag) #justiceforaudrey that had
become trending on social media Twitter
in April 2019. Started from taunting with
her friends on social media, Audrey then
agreed to meet them somewhere, but
unfortunately she became a victim of
beating by herfriends. Audrey’s parents
then reported the beating incident to
Pontianak Police. After the report, Audrey
uploaded a lot of her heartfelt content on
her Instagram account (@niggaaareyy
before it was finally being talked about
on Twitter by @syarifahmelinda account.
According to Audrey’s confession, she
was beaten up by a number of high school
students. She even claimed that her
reproductive organ was injured. Social
media users then have great sympathy
for Audrey-beating-case on Twitter and
even the hashtag #JusticeForAudrey
has become trending on Twitter and on
several Indonesian news portals such
as liputan6.com and tribunnews.com,
including mainstream media of television
and radio.

There was also a petition as the form
of support for that 14-year-old girl. Audrey
was invited to many television programs
to talk about the incident. Support and
help came from many parties including
public figures as anti-bullying support
for children in Indonesia. However,
contradicted to Audrey’s confession, after
the police conducted an investigation,

the results of visum et repertum showed
there were no bruises on Audrey’s
body, especially on the ‘vital’ organs as
reported in Twitter. In line with the police
report, the perpetrators who at that time
had apologized in front of the media also
claimed they did not hurt Audrey’s vital
organs. Netizens finally turned around
accusing Audrey of spreading hoax news
and enlivening #Audreyjugabersalah
(Audrey was also guilty) hashtag on
Twitter. This incident 1is interesting
because it relates to the phenomenon of
sadfishing by young people in cyberspace,
one of which is the case of Audrey with
the hashtag #Justiceforaudrey on Twitter.

Research conducted by Primada
Qurrota Ayun discusses the phenomenon
ofteenagers using social media in forming
their self-identity (Ayun, 2015). The
research explains that the phenomenon
of Indonesian teenagers in using social
media is quite interesting to study. Many
teenagers build their identities to get
the image they want and express their
personal problems on social media.

Fanny Hendro Aryo Putro in his
research entitled Perilaku Penggunaan
Media Sosial dan Identitas Diri (Social
Media Usage Behavior and Self Identity)
(Putro, 2017) found that social media can
be interpreted as a modern interface that
connect individuals everywhere in the
world. Although social networking has
a few positive influences on individual’s
behavior, it is crucial to remember that
social networking has more negative
influences where a person can behave
‘beyond’ the limits of normal people. For
example, people tend to showing off in
their social networks about their trips to
many countries abroad, the high speed
of speedometer they have, their food,
etc. which can cause “dehumanization”
where someone is more engaged with
cyberspace than the real environment
around him/her.

Distortion in the function of social
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media has formed many new phenomena
of cyber cultures. This study aims to
analyze the phenomenon of sadfishing
(provoking sadness) from a teenager
named Audrey who intentionally uploaded
her sadness on Twitter to become viral
and bring a lot of public attention through
justiceforaudrey hashtag. This research
uses a qualitative approach with a case
study method, in which the researchers
want to explore what information can
be learned or taken from the case. One
important thing to consider in selecting a
case is that the researchers believe they
can get further and in-depth scientific
knowledge from that case, where the
phenomenon of sadfishing (provoking
sadness) is a new phenomenon on social
media. A case study can also be said as
an Instrumental Case Study, where a case
study used to fulfill the personal interests
of researchers in a particular problem
but not building a particular theory. The
theory used in this study is related to the
use of social media, namely the theory of
media system dependency.

METHOD

Initially,  qualitative  research
developed in the field research. But in
the end, according to Tracy, qualitative
research is increasingly being used to
study a virtual context and mediation
(Tracy, 2013). Referring to Tracy’s view,
the research on the phenomenon of
sadfishing on social media is qualitative
research with a virtual context.

Constructivism is a paradigm
used in this study; and as we all know,
constructivist is almost an antithesis of
understanding that put the importance of
observation and objectivity in finding a
reality of science (Salim, 2006).

This study aims to analyze the
phenomenon of sadfishing on social
media, especially in the case of (hashtag)
#justiceforaudrey. This research uses a
qualitative approach with a case study
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method. This study is designed as a case
study that has dynamic characteristics to
obtain an overview of various interesting
issues in social life (Pawito, 2007).
A case study can also be interpreted
as “a comprehensive description and
explanation of various aspects of an
individual, a group, an organization
(community), a program, or a social
situation” (Mulyana, 2008). In a case
study, the researcher wants to explore
what information can be learned or what
conclusion can be drawn from a case,
either single or plural cases. As mentioned
above, one of the important considerations
in selecting a case is the belief of the
researcher that he/she will gain further
and in-depth scientific knowledge; and
the phenomenon of sadfishing is a new
phenomenon on social media.

In line with the needs, the data
collection technique in this study use the
steps commonly used in the descriptive
case study method and are explained as
follows. First, the researcher must be sure
that the theme, case, or topic chosen is an
area that he/she masters and is interested
in. Second, researchers must collect
as much literature or reading material
as possible, whether in the form of
journals, scientific magazines, previous
research results, books, magazines, or
newspapers related to the case. According
to Yin (1994), reading the literature is
very important to broaden the insight
of researchers in the field studied and
sharpen the formulation of the problem
proposed. Third is to formulate research
focus and problems. Research focus is
crucial for the researcher to concentrate
on one point as the center of attention.
Fourth is collecting research data. In the
case study method, data can be obtained
through several techniques such as
interviews, participant observation, and
documentation. As a key instrument,
researchers can measure the accuracy
and adequacy of data; determine the right
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informant to be interviewed as well as
when and where the interviews will be
conducted. For this study, the researchers
interviewed an expert and observer of
social media and child psychologist.
Fifth is improving the data. The data that
has been collected needs to be refined;
data is said to be perfect if it is able to
answer the research problem statement.
Sixth is data processing and analysis. In
this stage, important information will be
obtained in the form of research findings
where the ability to analyze data is
largely determined by the broadness of
theoretical insight of researchers in the
field under study, particularly related to
communication and social media studies
on the phenomenon of sadfishing on the
#justiceforaudrey hashtag on Twitter.
Lastly, the data has been collected and
analyzed is arranged logically and
systematically so that the researcher
can see and examine the important
components in the data presentation
for verification and conclusions. At
this stage, the researcher interprets data
in accordance with the context of the
problem and the purpose of the study to
finally draw a conclusion.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Sadfishing Phenomenon on Social
Media

Social phenomena are symptoms
or events that occur and can be observed
in social life. Social phenomena are also
called social symptom. The point is that
social phenomena or social symptom are
influenced by forms of social change.
The term sadfishing allegedly emerged
from the post descriptions by celebrities
such as Justin Bieber and Kendall
Jenner. Both expressed openly about the
pressure of being a public figure since
a very young age. This is considered
a new trend for young people that later
be adopted and brought into their social
media (Abraham, 2019). Initialized from

the term, the phenomenon of sadfishing
has now become a new trend among
young people and there are even adults
who also do sadfishing on social media.
Sadfishing is actually different from
sharing emotional /personal problem or
experiences on social media; sadfishing
here emphasizes the desire of someone to
get a lot of attention since they think their
problems can attract people’s attention.

Social media invites anyone
who is interested in certain content to
participate by giving feedback in the
form of likes, shares, or comments.
Usually, the information provided is
spread so quickly in cyberspace (Putri,
Nurwati, & Budiarti, 2016). Teenagers
frequently use social media as a medium
to show off: showing off their partners,
friends, clothes, beauty products, bodies,
including sadness. Apparently, the trend
of showing off sadness or referred to as
“sadfishing” is a term used to describe
the act of making exaggerated statements
about one’s emotional problems to gain
sympathy. It can also say that sadfishing
is a way for someone to express their
vulnerability and psychological condition
through social media.

The term sadfishing is commonly
used to refer to the emotional posts
expressed by people, especially teenagers,
who seek support by discussing issues
around anxiety and depression on social
media. By sharing their stories or sharing
their sad feelings on social media, they
hope they can share the same sadness and
depression. But, actually, it can also bring
negative comments on social media.
Sadfishing is considered toxic, harmful,
and causes panic to parents. When
sadfishing becomes a trend among world
celebrities and young people follow it,
then it becomes a big disaster. By sharing
emotional problems on social media,
young people actually become miserable
and get more depressed (Jargon, 2019).

The results of Audrey’s case
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research on social media proved that
in the end, Audrey admitted she was
guilty of intentionally spreading her sad
story on social media. She did it to get a
lot of attention and support in the form
of empathy and sympathy from many
people so that the news went viral. Many
netizens are provoked by the news; even
the YouTubers, celebrities, government,
and media were clamorously commenting
and spreading the hashtag of justice for
Audrey solely to support her in dealing
with harassment issues. A thing which
triggered this news to go viral was that
Audrey claimed she had also been
sexually assaulted. But the truth was not
proven because after the police arrested
the beatings and made a report on Audrey
case, they announced that there was no
evidence of violence, bruises, and blunt
force clashes on Audrey’s vital area
as she had said earlier on social media.
Many netizens have finally realized that
they were instigated by Audrey’s tweets
without checking out the truth first and
then they believed Audrey was lying.
This case can be called a Sadfishing
phenomenon on social media. As it is
explained before, the phenomenon of
Sadfishing is mostly done by young
people because they want to get famous
fast and get a lot of attention. They use
social media because it can easily spread
any news to many people, not to mention
that now Indonesia is the third largest
country in the use of social media. Social
media is also believed to be the fastest in
responding compared to any other media.

DISCUSSION
Media System Dependency

Media system dependency theory
was developed by Sandra Ball Rokeach
and Melvin Defleur in 1976 (Ball-
Rokeach, 2010). This theory is based
on classical sociology literature where
the media and its users must be studied
in the context of a larger social system

62

(Ognyanova & Ball-Rokeach, 2015).
This media system dependency binds
a reciprocal relationship among broad
social systems, mass media, and the
individual in an exhaustive explanation
of media effects. Essentially, the basic
hypothesis of dependency states that the
more a person depends on the media to
fulfill his/her needs, the more important
the media will be in his/her life; in another
word, the impact of the media will be
even greater on human life.

Social media as part of new media
has given a new insight that power
does works in all aspects of human life,
including in virtual space (Jatmiko, 2019).
Social media has changed the world a lot
with considerable thoughts and theories.
All levels of communication merged in
one medium called social networking/
social media. Since social media
increasingly opens up opportunities for
each individual involved in it to freely
express their opinions, the consequences
emerged should also be on alert. To keep
this freedom on the right track and does
not violate any restriction, each user
must have self-control (Watie, 2011). The
theory of media dependence can also be
said as the state of users who consider the
media as part of their most important life
needs. Many cases arise when people no
longer hesitate to admit that they have a
dependency on social media. (Ognyanova
& Ball-Rokeach, 2015).

This distortionin the function of
social media is an obstacle in daily life
that forms new phenomena. Now many
social media users actually feel more
comfortable pouring out their sadness or
misery on social media rather than solving
the problems in real life. They desperate
for people’s attention and seek for
justification in cyberspace as in the case
of #justiceforaudrey in April 2019 which
was widely discussed on Twitter. Audrey
considers herself a victim of beatings of
high school girls in Pontianak. Initially,
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she posted her experience on Instagram
using (@niggaaareyy account before she
was finally being talked about on Twitter
by @ syarifahmelinda account. Syarifah
in her tweets revealed the violence
perpetrated by Audrey’s friends. In
addition to getting bruises all over her
body, Audrey also claimed to have been
verbally and sexually abused. Audey’s
confession then became the world’s
attention where many people talked about
it, be it the government, public figures,
and media. They supported her to fight
violence against children. Many public
figures also gave their statements about
this matter. In fact, many social media
users spread this news to many social
media platforms such as liputan6.com
and tribunnews.com, and that was how
the news became viral and number one
trending on Twitter.

#justiceforaudrey Went Viral

The concept of virality came
out at the beginning of the internet and
developed rapidly in the era of social
media. Social media is a technology with
the ability to directly share the content
with many people at the same time
and in a way they want, where people
use the internet and social media to
communicate with each other (Staiou &
Giannakoulopoulos, 2018).

The word viral means spreading
quickly. Viral is a term usually used in
cyberspace to describe the rapid spread
of news or information. Viral can be
defined as network news spread online
mostly through social media that is faster
and wider than other news (Al-Rawi,
2019). This viral concept originated
from a metaphorical reference for
biology and the nature of the spread
of viruses and microbes. However,
modern social research aims to build
more comprehensive and complex
approaches to explain the complexity of
social phenomena (POyry, Laaksonen,

Kekkonen, & Padkkonen, 2018).

Social media has a very big role in
turning the news into viral. Social media is
considered as a supporting medium in the
context of spreading messages. The case
of save Audrey hashtag was first revealed
by Twitter user of @syarifahmelinda
account in April 2019. In a tweet series
(Justice for Audrey), the account narrated
that Audrey is a 14-year student who was
beaten and persecuted by 12 high school
students in Pontianak on 29 March 2019.
Initially, the problem was triggered by the
quarrel between Audrey and her friends
on WhatsApp related to the love affair
of one of the perpetrators who has D.A.
initials. D.A. is known to be the girlfriend
of Audrey’s sister’s ex-boyfriend. After
the quarrel on WA, the persecution
happened. Audrey claimed through
twitter account (@ Syarifahmelinda that
the perpetrators hit her head hard on the
street, kicked her stomach many times,
throttled her, and flushed her with water
in turn. Not only that, Audrey’s face
was also kicked by mountain sandals
and made her nose bleed, bruises, head
bumps, and other internal injuries. Worse
yet, Audrey also admitted that there
was one of the perpetrators who tried
to sexually assault her. This case soon
became viral after the @syarifahmelinda
account tweeted Audrey’s story on
Twitter. Citizens/netizens were angry
with the perpetrators of female students
from various high schools in Pontianak.
The hashtag #JusticeForAudrey became a
global trending topic. Almost all netizens
condemned the perpetrators’ rude actions
to the victim and support Audrey.

While the case was getting viral,
new facts began to emerge. In contrast to
Audrey’s confession, the police revealed
the results of the visum et repertum
showing that there were no bruises on
Audrey’s body, especially in her genital
as reported previously. In line with the
police, the perpetrators who at that time
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had apologized in front of the media
also claimed they did not hurt Audrey’s
vital organ. Netizens then turned around
accusing Audrey of spreading hoax and
enlivening hashtag#Audrey jugabersalah
(Audrey 1is also gulity) on social media
(Tribunjakarta.com, 2019). Audrey is
said to be one of the teenagers who do
sadfishing on social media because she
gained a lot of sympathy and compassion
from many people when she poured out
her problem of violence on social media.
The truth about the Audrey case has not
yet been verified, but social networks
had already spread the news like a virus
outbreak spreading so quickly through
time and space and became viral in
cyberspace.

Nowadays, it is undeniable that
social media can be used as an effective
tool to spread news or information. The
Audrey case got a lot of attention from
many people because it was uploaded
through social media, considering the
spectrum of news spread in cyberspace
is very broad and develop very quickly
that even can reach the whole world
without having space and time (spatial)
limitations. In the internet as an online
media, news/information that has not
even verified yet (whether is it true or
not) can spread quickly. In just seconds,
a news can be directly spread and
accessed by users through social media
(Hidaya, Qalby, Alaydrus, Darmayanti,
& Salsabila, 2019).

Sympathy and Empathy in the Era of
Social Media

People will do anything to get
the attention of others on social media.
Social media is capable of removing the
limitations in socializing because it has
no space and time restrictions. Social
media users can communicate wherever
and whenever they want. Social media
has a huge influence on one’s life,
especially for teenagers since there is no
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single day passed by without social media
(Cahyono, 2016).

Nowadays, social media platforms
are proliferated. All of them offer the
convenience of sharing everything both
information and news to your friends
and other fellow users who are not even
known. Many people use social media
as a medium to confide in his personal
problems in order to get a lot of sympathy
and attention from other people who read
it. Moreover, social media is also provide
direct feedback to users in the form of
likes, shares, or comments that binds
people to participate in life and problems
experienced by others.

Empathy plays an important role
in teenagers’ social functions and is
often regarded as a “social glue” in peer
interaction in one’s childhood (Baron-
Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). Empathy
largely develops through experience
within social interactions. According to
the Perception Action Model (PAM),
empathy is a form of emotion in the
cognitive component related to the
understanding and recognition of others
(Preston & Hofelich, 2012). Although
the affective and cognitive components
are closely related to each other, they are
different and do not always occur together
(Nummenmaa, Hirvonen, Parkkola, &
Hietanen, 2008).

The wuse of social media can
influence one’s empathy and it is important
to assess which aspects of empathy
involve within. Interaction on social
media is valued as a way to understand
others and people will expect feedback
in the form of positive empathy (Vossen
& Valkenburg, 2016). The cyberspace is
considered a collection of entities that
have social potential to broadly educate
one’s humanity side. The reason why
the Audrey case got a lot of attention
and sympathy is because humanitarian
cases on social media play a major role
in mobilizing support for sympathy and
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empathy among people, especially if it is
related to violence against children. There
are many media in Indonesia publish
news of violence against children either
at school or on social media which draws
a lot of sympathy and compassion from
many people.

CONCLUSION

The sadfishing phenomenon is
widely used to refer to emotional post of
someone (usually sadness post), especially
from teenagers who seek support by
sharing their anxiety and depression
on social media. The effect of media in
theory of media system dependency is that
the more a person depends on the media
to fulfill his/her needs, the media will
become crucial in his/herlife; therefore,
the impact of the media will be greater
in human life. They consider cyberspace
as a way out for every problem occurs in
the real world, so that many social media
users fail distinguish lies in the cyberspace
and in the real world. The viral of Audrey
case has brought a lot of support for the
problem of cyberbullying in Indonesia
and has come to the attention of many
parties, especially the government which
dilligently socilalize the stop bullying
movement. Online world is still regarded
by many as a collection of social entities
that have the potential to educate one’s
humanity. This is the reason why the
Audrey case gained a lot of sympathy
because humanitarian cases on social
media has an important role in drawing
sympathy and empathy from people. But
apparently, the viral news about the abuse
of Audrey is not yet clear. Many netizens
and public figures rush to react to this
problem without checking the truth first.
As the case became more viral, new facts
emerged which were against Audrey’s
confession. The police revealed the report
which showed that there were no bruises
on Audrey’s body, moreover in the ‘vital’
organ as previously reported. In line with

the police, the perpetrators who at that
time had apologized in front of the media
also claimed they did not hurt Audrey’s
vital organ. Netizens then turned around
accusing Audrey of spreading hoax and
enlivening hashtag #Audreyjugasalah on
Twitter. This proves that internet is an
online media that capable of spreading
the information quickly, regardless
whether it is true or not. In just seconds,
an event can immediately spread and
easily accessed by other internet users.
It is coupled with the phenomenon of
sadfishing which increasingly rampant
and unconsciously done by teenagers in
Indonesia. They think that social media is
a medium for uploading personal issues
that can draw compassion and sympathy
from many people with the hope that the
problem will go viral.
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