Research Question: How does social media impact self – image and physical activity participation? 

Today’s population has seen a major increase and development in the use of social media pages such as Instagram, Snapchat and Tik Tok.  The advancement of social media affects the lives of young people, specifically self-image and physical activity and physical education participation, especially during the COVID-19 global pandemic.  The aim of this paper is to present my reflections on a pilot research study delving into how social media impacts self-image and physical activity participation.  This area of study was chosen to highlight the problematic area of social media on both self-image and physical activity participation.  This topic is a great interest of mine, currently working as a PE teacher in a secondary school in Wales, to look at the effect social media can have on the lives of young people whilst specifically looking at self-image and physical activity participation.  Another reason for choosing this topic is that I found that there is a lack of research that has been done in this field and currently, the use of social media is increasing every day.  Research looking into this topic will not only be of use to me as the researcher, but can potentially impact teachers, health practitioners, parents and young people themselves.  This approach will prove useful in expanding our understanding of how social media impacts many lives, whether that is positively or negatively. 
These reflections should highlight some of the issues which were faced in the process of collecting data.  Reflection can be defined as “the way we learn from an experience in order to understand and develop practice” (Jasper, 2003, p2).  The reflection process is vital for any research project because learning happens from reflecting and we intend to learn and develop from previous and current experiences (Moon, 2004).   This paper will highlight the reflections which have been made in regard to the literature review, methodology, data collection and also the transcribing process.  Reflections will be made to both strengths and weaknesses of this study. 

Reflection of Literature Review
To date, previous studies have indicated that there is a positive correlation between the use of social media, self-image and physical activity participation.  The literature review that I undertook mirrored the result found in my research study.   Vries et al., (2015) identified in their study that greater use of social media is closely related to greater negative self-image.  Social media appears to be positively related to negative self-image (Vandenbosh and Eggermont, 2012; Fardouly et al., 2015; Kim and Chock, 2015).  

Research has shown the impact social media can have on an individuals’ self-image and their participation in any form of physical activity (Thompson and Stice, 2001) and similarly, research of Fardouly and Vartanian (2016) showed that there is a positive correlation between the excessive use of social media and negative self-image.  Tiggeman and Slater (2014) found in their research that social media pages such as Facebook is associated with higher negativity of body image.   

The literature that has been identified closely corresponds with the alignment of the study.  The current research study has been aligned with the literature review alongside the question design and the methodology that has been used.  The research question was created in relation to what was discovered in the literature.  The question is closely aligned with the purpose of the study which was to identify the impact social media has on young peoples’ self-image and physical activity participation.  

Research Design
The purpose of this pilot study was to establish how social media impacts self-image and physical activity participation.  The participants were required to look back at their own experiences and meaning of a particular understanding, which planted this research in the ontological paradigm of constructivism; this is where knowledge is learnt and developed from being involved in their own experiences and I as the researcher attempted to understand what they have experienced from their own point of view (Schwandt, 1994).  This research was also focused on the interpretivism whereby it was concerned with “understanding the world as it is from subjective experiences of individuals” (Thomas, 2010, p.296).  Following an interpretivist view, it allowed me as the researcher to look at the perceptions, feelings, ideas, thoughts and actions which have been experienced or observed by the individuals themselves (Thomas, 2017).  
The method of data collection I chose was phenomenological interviews.  One of the main reasons why I chose interviews as my method of data collection is that I found from previous studies and a review of the literature, it showed that interviews can produce more in-depth information that can be expanded on through the use of both open and closed questions. Another reason for choosing interviews, in specific, phenomenological interviews, is because the form of questions can reflect on the experiences of the participants whether that is positive or negative experiences.   Newby (2010) and Neubauer, Witkop and Varpio (2019) can support this whereby they found that phenomenological interviews involve describing, reporting and reflecting on previous experiences as well as what is already known. 
One advantage of using this type of interviews was that I could delve into the lived experiences of the participants seeking the developments of their own personal experiences (Flick, 2017).  Roulston and Choi (2017) also established that this type of interviews allows the researcher to gain in-depth understanding of individuals experiences about the chosen subject through asking questions and expanding on what is shared by the participant(s).  
Most studies in the field of this topic have focused their research on interviews as a method of data collection.   Even though interviews worked well for this research, some alternative methods that could have been considered are focus groups, surveys and questionnaires.  Research by Kitzinger (1994) found that focus groups are a great way of capitalising communication between a group of individuals to develop sound data.  A study by Morgan (1996) suggested that focus groups of six to eight participants can produce as much information and data as ten individual interviews. This implies that if this study were to be repeated on a larger scale, focus groups could be an alternative method to use in order to produce more results, that potentially could also be stronger, more valid results.  One disadvantage of focus groups is that the individuals may not be as open as they would be in individual interviews and as stated by Hoppe et al (1995), focus groups are suggested to be inappropriate and unsuitable for more sensitive subjects due to individuals not sharing how they truly feel and think. 
Another method that could have been used are questionnaires.  The use of questionnaires would have been more useful if it could have asked more participants in a short period of time.  As suggested by Bartram (2019), questionnaires are a great method of data collection because they guarantee the anonymity of the individuals as well as the large number of potential participants that they could ask.  As suggested in the research of Lambert (2019, p.1), “questionnaires often allow researcher to collect large amounts of data from sizeable groups of respondents in a relatively short amount of time.”  Reflecting on this research, questionnaires could have been used as an alternative if interviews did not work or were not suitable. 

Question design
In order for the main research question to be answered (How does social media impact self – image and physical activity participation?), the questions were designed in order to fulfil the needs and requirements of the main question and the purpose of the research.  The aim of the question was to discover the impact of social media and to accomplish this, questions needed to be asked in order to discover the feelings and experiences of individuals regarding social media, self-image and physical activity participation.  
The questions for this study were designed under five different sub-titles – social media and physical activity; social media and body image; physical activity and self-image; social media and health and fitness; reflection on previous Physical Education lessons in school.  There were two to three questions per sub-theme which related to highlighting previous experiences with social media and how it has affected their awareness of their own self-image and physical activity participation.  The questions were designed to gain in-depth understanding of the participants understanding.  The questions which were asked were varied between open and closed questions which allowed detailed expansion where it was applicable.  As suggested by Schuman and Presser (1979, p.692), offering both open and closed questions is to allow the responses of each participant and also to “avoid the bias that may result from suggesting responses to individuals” (p.692).  

Voluntary Selection – Participants Selection
To fulfil this study, 5 participants were chosen aged between 18 and 20, to share their experiences with social media.  Due to some restrictions, one being time, 5 participants was the recommended number and I found that 5 participants was enough in order to fulfil the research for this study.  Although the current study is based on small sample of participants, the findings suggest that social media has had an impact on the lives of many young people, effecting the way they see themselves and those around them, as well as their participation in physical activity. 
The reason for choosing this age range category is because I felt that young people at this age would have experienced social media during school and also after their time at school which meant that they have also seen the recent development of social media pages such as Instagram, Snapchat and Tik Tok.  Nonetheless, for future research whereby there would be more time, I would adapt the age range I had chosen.  Being limited to time, this study lacks a variety of data from a range of different ages.  Further and future research might explore the impact social media has on young people aged between 15 and 20.  Notwithstanding the relatively limited sample (age and number of participants), this work offers valuable insights into the effect social media can have on young people. 
The generalisability of the results is subject to certain limitations.  The study is limited by the lack of information on the effect of social media on young people because of the lack of participants.  The question raised by this study is why does social media effect so many young people.  Further work needs to be done to establish whether there is a certain age whereby social media affects people the most.  A natural progression of this work is to analyse a larger frame of ages in order to fully understand whether there is a trend and also to evaluate whether there is a certain age group of young people by which social media impacts them the most.  

Ethical Considerations
Information sheet and Consent Form 
In order for the selected participants to take part in the study, gaining consent was an imperative part of the research process.  A large and growing body of literature has investigated the importance of informed consent.  Nijhawan et al., (2013) study utilised informed consent and stated the importance of allowing the “participant to make a decision and after studying all aspect of the trial the participant voluntarily confirms his or her willingness to participate” (p.134).  In order for the research to gain informed consent from the participants, an information sheet was shared with each individual alongside a consent from.  The information sheet highlighted the background of the chosen topic as well as what the research involved.  Each individual was required to return their consent form to me via email prior to the interview and agree to allowing me as the researcher to record the interview. 
Even though participation in this study was based on a voluntary format, gaining consent and agreement to participate was vital.  BERA guidelines (2018, p.9) highlights the importance of gaining the individuals consent “by which participants understand and agree to their participation” and during this it was necessary that I as the researcher made the participants aware “that they can withdraw at any point without needing to provide an explanation.”
During the research process, gaining consent from my participants was straightforward.  As stated by Kadam (2017), gaining informed consent can be difficult because of poor communication techniques, lack of time for the consent process and lengthy consent document.   However, even though this is the case for some research studies, it was fortunate that this wasn’t the case for my research.  Gaining consent from my participants can be seen as a strength in this study.  

Interviewing using Microsoft Teams
During normal circumstances, interviews would have be held face to face and recorded using a voice recorder.  However, due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, face to face interviews were restricted.  The process of data collection was therefore limited to Microsoft Office Teams.  Even though this may have been seen as a major limitation at the beginning of the data collection process, as suggested by Iacono, Symonds et al., (2016), it opens up new possibilities.  Iacono, Symonds et al., (2016) carried out an investigation which examined the effectiveness of online platforms as a tool for Qualitative Research Interviews.  The study found that conducting interviews using online platforms, like Microsoft Teams, allows researchers to reach the worldwide population, it is time efficient and its financially affordable.  The study also set out the limitations of using online platforms; it can affect the levels of rapport between the researcher and the participant, can affect non-verbal cues and can have an effect on ethics by creating limitations such as having to record the interview online.   Notwithstanding the limitations which have been highlighted in numerous studies, Hanna (2012) found that some individuals may be more open about their experiences and feelings because they can stay in their own environments behind a screen. Seitz (2015) supports this and found that online interviews are more beneficial to those individuals who are shy or introverted which allows them to feel more comfortable.   The present study has confirmed the findings of Hana (2012) and Seitz (2015) and has allowed me as the researcher to gain an in depth understanding of the impact social media can have on the lives of young people, their self-image and physical activity participation.  Even though this study has a very small number of participants, this study has confirmed the negative impact social media can have on adolescents.  More than 80% of those who were interviewed agreed that social media has a major impact on their day to day lives, specifically impacting the way they see their self-image and also their participation in physical activity.  This proves that interviews have worked well for this particular study.  

Data Analysis
After conducting the interviews using Microsoft Teams, I as the researcher then moved on to the analysis stage, which was to transcribe the interviews, identify themes and establish any norms in the data. Bryman (2008) suggested in his research that transcribing is an important stage in research because it allows the researcher to understand the interviewee’s words.  Stuckey (2014) referred to the transcribing process as an important role in data collection because it reviews the reliability, accuracy of the data and also the dependency of the data which has been collected.  
Originally, the software NVIVO was planned to be used in order to analyse the transcribed interviews in order to identify any themes, however due to technical issues with downloading, this was not possible.  NVIVO is a software which is used for qualitative research and specifically audio, video and text data including interviews.  
Due to the technical issues experienced with NVIVO, the data was then analysed by hand after being transcribed into a Microsoft Office Word document.  The aim of this process was to identify themes which ran in the data.  The themes which were identified were comparing own body to that on the screen, motivation, negative self-image and being influenced by social media.   Notwithstanding the difficulties experienced with NVIVO, analysing the data by hand allowed me to understand and study the data in more detail, increasing my understanding of individuals’ thoughts and feelings in regard to the research topic.  

Interested to do this study in future
This research study has opened my eyes as it has made me realise that social media not only affects a small number of people, but affects a large number of our population, including sports stars, celebrities and even social media influencers.  Further research on this question would be an useful way of determining the impact social media has on the lives of young people.  Further work needs to be undertaken to establish whether the impact of social media is greater on adolescents or teenagers. 
This research question has motivated me to further investigate this topic and focus on a range of different age ranges, especially for future dissertation research projects.  Further research could usefully explore how social media affects young people, especially those of school ages, and how this impacts their performance and outlook on life, specifically during physical education lessons.  These findings suggest several courses of action for the future, especially for my future profession as a Physical Education teacher at a secondary school.  I suggest that before a larger number of participants is introduced, a study similar to this one should be carried out on different age groups to identify whether there is a correlation with age groups, social media, self-image and physical activity participation.   Hopefully, I will be able to do further research in this area in order to develop my understanding of the impact social media has on the lives of the young people amongst our population today.  
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