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Identify 4 images which represent families in the 21st century. Then compare and contrast these images to explore, in depth, how social media can influence current representations of family within society.
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This study aims to explore how social media (SM) influences current representations of family in the 21st century within society. It aims to compare and consider four images and discuss the following issues - online exposure and information sharing by parents or of children and family life on SM. There are different approaches of parental sharing, this study aims to explore the different scales of SM use within families and the implications of sharing data; Appendix 1 relates to parents using SM to chronicle their family and children, Appendix 2 shows a child in what may be considered a private moment, Appendix 3 depicts multiple use of SM by members of the family; and finally Appendix 4 is an image of a child with a hidden face.  The various relationships between sharing of information and images and the potential blurring of a private family life when sharing within the public space of SM (Walgrave et al, 2023p1; Abidin, 2015).
The definition of family can be viewed as having an association with a particular place, such as my “hometown” or “the family home” a group of individuals having a “sense of family”.  The meaning of family has been considered as “crossing continents and transnational”; albeit also recognised as being related to a myriad of matters such as identity and having a sense of belonging, where meanings, history and togetherness are key yet can be diverse (Ribbens McCarthey, Doolttle, and Sclater 2012, p41).  An example might be a group of people who live together over a long period of time and the relationships are considered dependable, “the nuclear model” (Harlambos and Holborn,2013, p520), and another group of people may consider they have a sense of true belonging and support resembling family to a transient group they associate with on SM (Matisi 2021), furthermore, Zumbernis (2023) argues that “a support network, whether in person or online, provides a sense of belonging”. Ties and connection appear to be of key consideration to family meaning and identity (Ribbens, McCarthey, Doolittle, 2012 p261).
Social media (SM) has been described as:

Internet-based channels that allow users to opportunistically interact and selectively self-present, either in real-time or asynchronously, with both broad and narrow audiences who derive value from user-generated content and the perception of interaction with others.

Carr and Hayes, Defining, Developing and Divining (2015) p50


SM can be viewed then as website platforms where people can interact with others and content that operate in real time as well as when users are not online, so content and ‘reach’ can be grown even when users are offline and not actively engaging (Carr and Hayes, 2015, p51).  The website Explodingtopics (Howarth, 2024) records 35 SM sites that they have arranged on a scale of popularity, the most used being Facebook with over 3.6 billion users a month (but with far more ‘traffic’ or users that are passing or clicking onto the site). The top sites include Youtube, WhatsApp, Instagram and TikTok.   Interaction takes place via messages, idea exchange, content browsing as well as uploading own information, including videos, photos, comment and written text, often sharing ideas and information with others (‘SM’ Cambridge University Press, 2024).  Whilst positives include making and maintaining contact with people and groups (Matisi, 2021) , Bogost (2022) claimed that SM has mushroomed and grown into epic proportions where anyone can view themselves as “broadcasters” and “celebrities”; there is also the added challenge that SM sites now drive “for profit and not social value” (Howe, 2024).  According to Curran and Seaton (2003), SM demonstrates a postmodernist ‘media-saturated’ ideology of “popular culture that it generates – now shaping identity and lifestyle much more that traditional influences such as family” (Haralambos & Holborn, 2013,p787); these descriptions indicate that SM is no longer just a place to socialise in small spaces and grow friendships, but is now an essential part of life where one can story tell, influence others, sell products and capitalise (Santiago, 2024; Walrave et al, 2023)).  

SM reaches across multiple countries, communities and individuals, promoting globalisation systemically, and it is more used than it has ever been within communities and families increasing family togetherness (Montanari et al 2022, p258). Advice and information freely available through social media platforms can be helpful, creating supportive communities and offering advice (Jorge, 2024), whilst other researchers are concerned that narratives are not always useful and additionally could cross a line, becoming harmful through false information or “overload” data to users, whilst at the same time generating a SM following and becoming influential to families (Hives et al 2024, p1-4).  There has been a recognised upsurge in parental sharing of family information on SM which is commonly termed “sharenting” (BBC, 2023) and there appears to be a sliding scale of appropriateness to sharing children’s photographs and day to day information.  There are questions as to who this data belongs to and personal values around whether children are really taking part in publicising their photographs and data (Jorge 2024), The majority of parents use SM to post milestone events or for a biography (see Appendix 1); some parents share to friends and family, and others to a wider audience (Vigderman, 2024). Whilst some parents share photographs of their children to give advice in a more formal way and are considered SM “micro influencers” posting information, gathering a “following” for monetary gain and social capital (Jorge et al 2022; Hives et al 2024; Jorge, 2024).  Others perhaps innocently, post photographs of their children in what might be considered private moments (Latifi, 2024), children having “meltdowns” or being temporarily distressed, as in “Appendix 2” showing a child hiding her head in her hands appearing upset.

There is recognised tension regarding parental “rights to self-expression but (also) children’s  rights to privacy” (Jorge et al 2022) Appendix 1 and 2 could be viewed as different data type, the first autobiographic and the second image more personal; Latiffi (2024) raises ethical issues such as ownership, privacy and the issue of sharing images of distressed children; Navarro (2023) adds that an image shared on SM is a “digital footprint that will accompany them (children) throughout their lives”. The question of oversharing personal information on SM has been considered by Razinii et al (2020), overall they found the postings “revealed instances of privacy turbulence” (in other words, the data may get into the wrong hands), and considered that further research could be focussed on “privacy boundaries, privacy rules, ownership control...in group relationships”. Whilst Jorge et al 2022 noted that sharing personal family content in a public domain encourages risk of misuse of images by predators and they also maintain the risk of “damage to the children’s biographical footprint” that Steinburg (2017 p846) suggests “exists long after the value of the disclosure, and therefore have the potential to last a lifetime”. Younger children such as those depicted in Appendix 1 and 2 may be placed at higher risk and vulnerable situations when posted on SM because they cannot consent to the sharing of their image (Steinberg, 2017 p847; Walgrave et al, 2023; Coughlan, 2018).  Whilst Walgrave et al (2023 p3) argue that millennial parents having grown up with SM the online sharing of family life may be considered part of their social norm; Steinburn (2017 p843) points out that given the permanence of the image it may be that if children could choose they may not wish to have any data shared about them at all.  Appendix 2 for example shows a child in an upset state, we don’t know the back story to this image, but in many years it will still be on the internet, and the child in the image may not want to remember why she was upset or consented to the sharing of it.
Policy makers and child protection organisations such as the NSPCC have raised the need for control around the issue of SM and internet websites (Dowding and Patel, 2020; NSPCC, 2024). The main concerns are identity theft (including for child abuse image adoption) and fraud, digital kidnapping (stealing a child’s identity and adopting it as their own child’s image), risks of cyberbullying and lack of consent and control of data (Vigderman, 2024). The Online Safety Act 2024 (OSA) targeted SM and website handlers and aimed to hold them responsible to both manage and control unsuitable content exposure to children, there is though no mention of safety guidance within families in this legislation. Ironically given what the OSA is attempting to achieve, it has received criticism regarding concerns around privacy and government intrusion, and fears of scams and data theft (Feingold, 2023). The Act makes it clear on the intention to enforce firms to protect children from harmful data but erodes confidence by not explaining how this can work with those platforms based outside of the UK, (Porter, 2023; Russon 2023).  The legal solution that the UK government has offered is therefore not straightforward and has been the subject of criticism. 

It could be viewed that as SM enters the lives of families in irretrievable ways, monitoring family life albeit via innocent postings whilst permanently placing personal family life on the internet, essentially blurring the boundaries of personal and social life as well as the social systems around it (Miller et al 2016 p5-6); with around “80% of parents who have public profiles have followers they have never met” exposing children to potential risks through repeated SM exposure (Vigderman, 2024). Bronfenbrenner's ecological system theory (1977, cited in Guy-Evans 2024) can be used to understand this back-and-forth relationship, the central child and wider systems link with technology. It could be argued that if SM was to be featured as a component of the diagram the impact would cross several of the boundary areas, with images being shared across the vast SM network;  Navarro and Tudge (2022) suggest an update to Bronfenbrenner theory to include additional interactions with both physical and virtual macro and micro systems, claiming that one person could be engaging with several SM occurring at the same time, Appendix 3 shows a family engaged on separate networking devices, demonstrating this theory that each could be multi-tasking on several SM sites at once.  Added to this, SM operates both in real time as well as in the background whilst no one is actively engaged in any SM content. Bronfenbrenner’s original interaction theory is described as a layered process we are all engaged in, “1) with other persons, and 2) with objects and symbols”.  His theory suggests that we attach meaning to the contact we have with others and with objects; this ongoing relationship has implications regarding the various wider systems around an individual; Navarro and Tudge (2022 p19349)  argue for the revision of Bronfenbrenner's microsystem to include virtual life given the extensive development within technology and the wider relationship with family life.
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Bronfenbrenner (1979, p242) acknowledges the impact of technology of the time on families, “since the television program enters the home...it constitutes part of the child's exosystem”, whilst this statement reveals an understanding of the impact of technology in its early development, Ribbens, Doolittle and Sclater 2012 (p239) argue that society is more “fluid” than the model depicts, citing relationships that run between several layers of the model at one time.  Appendix 3 relays an example of a family multi-tasking individually online, possibly working in different timeframes and who are engaging in a variety of activities at once (Montanari and Schlinzig, 2022; Navarro and Tudge, 2022).
During an award speech, Prince the musician (Allbritton, 1999) said “Don‘t be fooled by the internet...its cool to use the computer, but don’t let the computer use you, y’all saw the Matrix..”, this is a stark warning that by inviting SM into our lives, we risk plugging into something bigger, allowing the multiplication of our images without our consent (Leenes, 2011). Whilst as discussed earlier there appears to be a lack of protection around SM privacy, there are some legal protections;  The Human Rights Act 1998 article 8 cites the “right to a private and family life”. Gillick competence gives a child autonomy to made decisions if they are considered mature enough to understand and consent to information sharing on SM (NSPCC, 2022).   The Civil Code (1970) in France has taken the step of recently adding to the legislation on the issue of parental sharing children’s images online and introduced a measure that parents must act jointly when doing so; a court can intervene to protect the child should the parents be unable to decide (Quashie, 2024).  Whilst this  ensures that parents take this issue seriously, critic Mallavaey (2024) argues that the measures do not go far enough, she states that children's images should not be used by parents who are SM influencers, directly or indirectly, further adding that over 13 year olds should be given the option of parental sharing of their image, and that choice be respected. 
Studies have revealed that parents do not always understand the impact of sharing their child’s image and that for any legal framework to impact there needs to be an educational shift (Quashie, 2024).  Creating a potentially unwanted online footprint of a child by regularly posting without consent (such as indicated in Appendix 1), is considered inevitable if parents regularly use SM for this purpose (Navarro,2023). Mindful sharenting has been adopted by some parents to counteract risks to children and families (Waldrave et al 2023). The suggestion of safeguarding ourselves and our families is echoed in a study on a selection of parent SM influencers in Portugal which indicated that firm boundaries when using online media are needed to be maintained to avoid posting inappropriately; bearing in mind their right to dignity and to uphold privacy violations (Jorge et al 2022).  Some of the strategies used for more aware sharing of images use photography techniques to hide the identity of the child and/or family as shown in Appendix 4; thereby safeguarding the family from unwanted attention for example by blurring photographs or showing “a child from a distance, capturing specific body parts or...(by using) editing techniques” (Waldrave et al 2023,p12). 
The new French legal framework is underlined by Child and Petronio (2015,p38), who argue that children should be included in decisions about their digital output whenever possible and further raises the need for agreements between family members to instil healthy “privacy boundaries”, and to prevent full “privacy breakdowns”. The management of SM within families include discourses around using privacy tools, self-monitoring and self-regulation of SM, key themes are discussion of expectations and respect for personality differences alongside agreeing and understanding these with respect to SM choices (Child and Petronio, 2015p42; Miller et al, 2016,p19; Stewart, 2020)).  In other words, opening the conversation about SM safety as part of daily life to enjoy healthier relationships.
To summarise the four appendix images have been discussed with reference the dynamics of family privacy and how this is impacted by social media information sharing. It has looked at the issue of representations of family and the impact of the risks of sharing information and how individuals within families are navigating these changes to accommodate and protect personal data in response to privacy breaches within the backdrop of these influences.  
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Pixabay,(no date), ‘Lonely Girl sitting on a Doorway’, Pexels.
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Subiyanto, K. (no date), ‘Multiethnic family spending time together on couch with gadgets’, Pexels.
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Thirdman, (no date), ‘A woman and her daughter wearing matching Halloween costumes’, Pexels.
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