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ABSTRACT

When a person dies, their loved ones may request to have their
social media accounts deleted. Profile deletion after death is
a popular preference, and resolves the “creepy” problem of
a deceased person’s content appearing unexpectedly on oth-
ers’ feeds. However, profile deletion can leave other online
connections shocked and confused about the profile’s disap-
pearance. In this position paper, I argue that post-mortem
profile deletion is a difficult experience because it is drasti-
cally different from any offline post-mortem disposal practice.
In offline life, community rituals like funerals, cremations, and
burials exist globally for communities to acknowledge a loss
and move towards a new normal together. Through the lens
of anthropological theories regarding such community rituals,
I suggest that a better deletion experience is possible for the
online communities of deceased account holders.
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INTRODUCTION

When a person with social media accounts passes away, their
loved ones are often left to make decisions about what to
do with those accounts. Pre-planning for one’s post-mortem
account management remains uncommon, and most account
holders presume that their loved ones will be able to delete
their accounts as needed. However, online profiles become
records of meaningful interactions with the deceased, and have
lead to the emergence of online memorial practices. Such
practices can make post-mortem profile deletion not just un-
desirable, but painful for surviving loved ones. Yet deletion
remains both the preference of the account holder, and the
legal obligation of a platform once they become aware of the
account holder’s death. The sharp difference between account
holder needs and the needs of those connected to them on
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social media indicate an opportunity to create a new user expe-
rience that honors both parties. HCI researchers and designers
should work to make deletion an experience for the living,
rather than a technical switch to be toggled.

THE CURRENT STATE OF DELETION

While most profile- and feed-based social media sites (i.e.
Twitter, LinkedlIn, etc.) only offer to delete a deceased person’s
account at the request of a family member, Facebook and
Google Suite provide options for preserving one’s profile or
data [6, 10]. However, the prospect of having a perpetual
online memorial remains undesirable to many. A recent online
poll revealed that 86 percent of respondents do not want a
memorial “Tributes” section on their Facebook profile after
they die [7]. The lack of options for post-mortem profile
management, coupled with a lack of account holders who
prefer such options, means that most deceased people’s social
media profiles get deleted. It is the legal obligation of the
company to delete a person’s data when the signer of the
Terms Of Service can no longer comply with it. Deletion
also eliminates “creepy” instances of the deceased person’s
content appearing unexpectedly. Even so, deletion is a painful
experience for surviving loved ones.

What is a Profile After Death?

Research in CHI and CSCW has found that death makes ev-
eryday content meaningful. Memorial profiles on social media
can be highly valued by those who loved the deceased [5, 2].
Furthermore, memorial profiles and persistent content from
those who have passed promote healthy reminiscence [11],
and allow for the emergence of new online memorial practices
as people adapt digital spaces for remembrance [13]. People
find comfort and value in maintaining online memorials for
their deceased loved ones [4]. Each of these studies identify in-
dividual activities, but these studies contain primarily Western
perspectives on how people behave during times of loss.

Experiencing the Deletion of a Post-Mortem Profile

In light of common and meaningful experiences with post-
mortem profiles, it makes sense that deletion of those profiles
is often a terrible, gut-punch experience for loved ones. When
an account is deleted, the profile disappears, along with all of
the content and connections that person created throughout
their lifetime on the platform. When deletion happens unex-
pectedly, it can disrupt practices that other users have adopted
for important reminiscence and memorialization.
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