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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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[bookmark: _Toc919229291]The ‘perfect’ family and social media’s impact on the wellbeing of family members.   

This assignment aims to analyse the impact of social media on the well-being of family members, both as a unit and as individuals. Within the assignment, the link between social media's depiction of the ‘perfect’ family and how advertisement drives these expectations will be analysed in relation to the well-being of individuals and the family unit. Maslow’s (1943) theory of needs will be implemented to analyse these factors' impact on individuals' overall emotional development. Additionally, policy attempts such as the Consumer Protection Policy, Code of Non-Broadcast Advertising and Direct and Promotional Marketing policy and Metas Inauthentic Behaviour Policy will be explored to understand current safeguard attempts.
Families are complex systems comprising of communication, rules and ideologies of how the system should run (Procentese, Gatti and Di Napoli, 2019, p.1). When working effectively, Bandura et al. (2011, p.424) state family dynamics help individuals' well-being, resilience and development. The introduction of social media into the family has changed the systematic structure dramatically (Procentese, Gatti and Di Napoli, 2019, p.2). Despite being used widely in everyday contexts, the definition of the term ‘social media’ remains ambiguous (Carr and Hayes, 2015, pp. 46-47). The absence of a universal definition leads to confusion due to the lack of mutual understanding and the inability to theorise social media (Carr and Hayes, 2015, pp. 47-48; Kent and Li, 2020, p.1). However, this assignment will define social media as digital technology with the ability to interact with images, texts and audio, some examples including Instagram, Facebook and Twitter (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010, pp.59-61). 
The increased use of social media by families can be seen to have created a moral panic in prior years, creating a cultural belief that the use of social media erodes traditional family values, creating an individual based society rather than a community (Le Moignan, 2018, p.36). Additionally, Le Moignan (2018, p.37) concludes social media has created an egotistical, shallow and narcissistic population. Research conducted by Coyne et al. (2014, pp.678-681) however, indicates the use of social media within the family setting can increase family connections and understanding, parental involvement and discussion in the home as seen in Appendix 1. Evans (2020, p. 2) claims social media allows for the discussion of a wide range of topics, allowing children and adolescents to feel included. This, in turn, has a positive impact on the well-being of children, as feeling included and understood can increase self-esteem (Jan, Soomro and Ahmad, 2017, p. 331; Valkenburg, Peter and Schouten, 2006, p.589), which in relation to Maslow's (1943) theory of needs suggests a positive correlation regarding emotional development and social media. Maslow's (1943, pp. 4-11) theory of needs outlines the different needs that must be met for an individual to continue developing and become the best version of themselves, these include psychological needs (food and safety etc), safety needs (housing and employment etc), belonging needs (love and family etc) and esteem needs (status and confidence etc). When these needs are met, the individual can self-actualise becoming the best version of themselves (Maslow, 1943, p. 11).
Knitter and Zemp (2020, pp.30-35) concur, adding social media can be used as a tool to reduce parental stress, acting as a ‘breather’ for them to recover from both the emotional and physical challenges of being a parent. When parents are relaxed and happy, parent-child interactions are more likely to be positive which the use of social media can facilitate through online social support, external entertainment and social connection (Knitter and Zemp, 2020, p. 35). Additionally, research conducted by Kumar and Shoenebeck (2015, p. 1302) highlights the benefits of sharing images on social media, to the wellbeing of individuals. Kumar and Shoenbeck (2015, p. 1302) found for new mothers, the use of social media decreased stress and feelings of isolation, thus improving well-being and positively impacting the family unit. Kumar and Shoenbeck (2015, p. 1304) highlight parents, especially mothers, use social media platforms such as Facebook for advice, information and support resulting in an increasing feeling of belonging and community. This suggests social media can positively impact the well-being of the family by allowing parents to reach their love, belonging and esteem needs highlighted in Maslow’s (1943) theory of needs. 
Ghatak and Singh's (2019, p. 300) research concludes love and belonging needs alongside self-esteem needs, are the two leading factors in the use of social media. This is backed by Tariq, Munoz Saez and Khan’s (2021, p. 2) research which found social networking increased feelings of belonging and closeness by facilitating family members to connect despite not living in the same household, as seen in Appendix 1. An example of this can be seen in the COVID-19 pandemic, when social media acted as a lifeline for many individuals who were forced to be distant from their families (Tariq, Munoz Saez and Khan, 2021, pp. 2-3).
However, research conducted by Collett (2005, pp. 328-329) and further research by Le Moignan (2018, p. 39) highlights the negative impact social media has regarding social pressures surrounding families. Social media plays an integral role in pushing societal expectations and pressures of ‘good parenting’ where parents are expected to act, look and carry themselves in a specific way (Collett, 2005, pp. 328-329; Le Moignan, 2018, p. 39). Budds et al. (2017, pp. 348-349) agree, stating mothers tend to share images of parenting based on what is socially acceptable, thus ensuring they receive support within society. Using Maslow’s (1943, p. 11) research this could be explained by the innate need to belong, as it is essential to not only survival but being one's happiest self. However, the need to belong can create tension between parents' mental health and societal expectations Budds et al. (2017, pp. 348-349) claims. 
Research suggests parents, especially mothers, feel guilt and doubt their ability due to the constant depiction of the ideal behaviours and experiences of family life on social media (Budds et al. 2017, pp. 348-349). Tiggemann and Anderberg (2020, p. 2185) concur, stressing social media allows individuals to portray their lives to be perfect by using props, photoshop, special lighting and filters, oftentimes leading to the viewer feeling inadequate in comparison, despite the images being inauthentic, as depicted in Appendix 2. Individuals compare themselves more negatively when images are non-authentic and less so to authentic images, Tiggemann and Anderberg (2020, pp. 2194-2195) find. The impact of comparison on the mental health of an individual is negative, as comparison increases jealousy and decreases self-esteem (Chua and Chang, 2016, pp. 16-22). Chua and Chang’s (2016, pp. 16- 22) research suggests, comparing oneself decreases individuals' wellbeing, thus, linking social media to the inability to develop through the stages of safety and belonging within Maslow's (1943) theory of needs.
However, cultural change in social media perception of ‘perfect’ family life can be seen through the trend ‘Instagram vs reality’ as seen in Appendix 3. The ‘Instagram vs reality’ trend shows how social media stages life experiences and images to be more idealistic than they are (Tiggemann and Anderberg, 2020, p. 2183). An increase of ‘authentic’ media can be seen, showing un-filtered, non-perfect, everyday family life (Kirkpatrick and Lee, 2022, p. 2). In addition to authentic images, authentic narratives are also increasing, with parents posting the reality of parenthood, highlighting the difficulties such as children misbehaving, family arguments and mental health issues (Kirkpatrick and Lee, 2022, p. 2). By adding a combination of humour and realism to Instagram posts, the ‘Instagram vs reality’ trend can be seen to have positively impacted individuals' mental health by decreasing comparison (Faelens et al. 2021, p. 7).
Despite the ‘Instagram vs reality’ trend, influencers continue to push societal expectations of family and are used to not only push perfect family ideologies but also products (Vangelov, 2022, p. 304). Vangelov (2022, p. 304) draws attention to the use of influencers in subliminal messaging, influencers are used to push products and in doing so increase the expectations of how family life should look. The portrayal of family life in advertising has proven to be one of the most effective forms of advertising as it plays to the emotive side of individuals, whilst continuing the societal pressures of what family life should look like (Vangelov, 2022, p. 294; O’Malley and Prothero, 2006, p. 899). O’Keeffe and Clarke-Pearson (2011, p. 802) found advertisement can directly influence how individuals feel and behave. This is backed by Hamilton and Catterall’s (2006, pp. 1041-1042) research which found even in the private sphere of consumption parents compared how they lived to other parents, often feeling they were falling short of how family life should be, resulting in guilt and embarrassment.
Collett (2005, pp. 328-329) and Hamilton and Catteral (2006, p.1041) state, oftentimes parents feel guilt and embarrassment due to being unable to afford the newest product, trend or experience for their children, which are all pushed through online advertisement and influencers. These products and experiences are advertised online and are oftentimes too expensive for families to afford (Collett, 2005, pp. 328-329). Hamilton and Catterall (2006, p. 1039) agree stating parents feel pressured into buying new clothing and products in fear of their children facing stigmatisation due to societal expectations. Research conducted by Hamilton and Catterall (2006, p. 1040) shows the need to fit in with societal consumer standards is extremely important to some, and they may feel obliged to take out loans which could lead to debt, or resort to criminal activity to be able to obtain these goods. Maslow’s (1943, pp. 11-12) theory of needs suggests an individual's achievement and confidence needs must be met to be the best version of themselves, by buying these goods the individual feels they belong, thus, suggesting a deeper link between social media’s pressure on the psychology of individuals.  
Due to the psychological and ethical considerations regarding advertisement, stricter policies have been implemented surrounding the use of advertisement online by influencers. Policies created such as the Consumer Protection Policy and the Code of Non-Broadcast Advertising and Direct and Promotional Marketing (CAP code), were brought about with the ideology of ensuring individuals are not misled to buy or act in a certain way (Gov, 2022, np, CMA, 2024, np). These policies stipulate any ads, endorsements or brand promotions must be clearly labelled as ads, as seen in Appendix 4, and failure to comply results in breaching consumer law and may lead to prosecution (Gov, 2022, np). By doing so, individuals are offered autonomy over their influences and spending habits (CMA, 2024, np). Individuals are more likely to purchase items if they are linked to someone with significant social capital as it allows for individuals to feel accepted by others, thus reaching their self-esteem needs in Maslow's (1943) theory of needs (Asamoah et al. 2011, p. 6). Asamoah et al. (2011, pp. 14-16) continue to highlight the importance of transparency in advertisement to ensure individual's safety needs are met, thus suggesting the implementation of policy allows individuals to improve their overall needs. 
Research conducted by UNICEF (2021, p. 1) shows digital misinformation through images and videos using artificial intelligence and narratives based on false information are extremely harmful to the safety and well-being of individuals, especially children. Meta (2024, np) introduced the inauthentic behaviour policy to further increase transparency and protection on their social networking apps, which include Instagram, Facebook and WhatsApp. This policy aims to reduce fake accounts, misinformation and the use of deception to influence others (Meta, 2024, np). Meta do this by adding disclaimers on posts that may include misinformation or images that have been edited, these policies aim to mitigate the effect of misinformation on individuals' well-being (Meta, 2024, np). However, research by Faelens et al. (2021, p. 7) found no such correlation between image disclaimers and well-being. UNICEF (2021, p. 1) agree arguing despite policy attempts, lack of research into misinformation and its effect on well-being means effective policies cannot be implemented. Cook, Ecker and Lewandowsky (2015, p. 2) agree stating a need for research into the political, social and psychological data surrounding misinformation. 
Cook, Ecker and Lewandowsky (2015, p. 6) and Radanielina-Hita, Kareklas and Pinkleton (2018, pp. 104-105) claim, to reduce the impact of misinformation, individuals need to be taught to question media and expect misinformation online. O’Keeffe and Clarke-Pearson (2011, p. 802) agree, by helping individuals learn the nuances of social media and advertisement and how it may be influencing and manipulating them, allows individuals to protect their wellbeing. However, Evans (2020, p. 2) argues stronger policy and legislative measures should be enforced to protect families from the harmful effects of social media and advertisement.
Social media has changed the family dynamic in many ways, such as time spent together, spending habits and depictions of what the ‘perfect’ family looks like as depicted in Appendices 1-3 (Procentese, Gatti and Di Napoli, 2019, p. 2). Evidence suggests social media can have both a negative and positive effect on the wellbeing of the family unit, with some research highlighting how social media decreases time spent together and increases external pressures (Hamilton and Catterall, 2006, p. 1039; Le Moignan, 2018, p. 36). Research shows social media is also a prominent factor in increasing feelings of inadequacy, guilt and stress due to individuals comparing their lives to those online that are portrayed as perfect as shown in Appendix 2 (Budds et al. 2017, pp. 348-349; Tiggemann and Anderberg, 2020, p. 2185), resulting in increases pressure on family members to buy products to belong, regardless of their financial status, to allow their children to fit in (Collett, 2005, pp. 328-329). Others state social media increases closeness, critical thinking and offers the opportunity for long-distance family relationships (Tariq, Munoz Saez and Khan, 2021, p. 2; Coyne et al. 2014, pp. 678-681). Tariq, Munoz Saez and Khan (2021, p. 2) and Coyne et al. (2014, pp. 678-681) research shows, when used effectively, social media increases feelings of belonging and self-esteem, which relates to Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of needs and proposes social media can aid individuals in their development. 
However, change in acceptable norms on social media can be seen through policy attempts such as creating stricter guidelines regarding misleading and hidden advertisements, ensuring individuals have a full understanding of their consumer habits as depicted in Appendix 4 (Gov, 2022, np, CMA, 2024, np). Although some argue these policies are effective, others state the need for further research before an effective policy can be implemented (UNICEF, 2021, p. 1; Cook, Ecker and Lewandowsky 2015, p. 2). The ‘Instagram vs. Reality’ shows a societal change, with the trend encouraging families and parents to depict real life on social media, which in turn decreases the societal pressure to be a ‘perfect’ family as seen in Appendix 3 (Tiggemann and Anderberg, 2020, p. 2183). The change in social media’s depiction of the perfect family has taught individuals that many online images use enhancement tools and are inauthentic (Tiggemann and Anderberg, 2020, pp. 2194-2195). Using this knowledge, individuals compare themselves less, subsequently increasing wellbeing and enabling them to satisfy other needs in order to reach their full potential as theorised by Maslow (1945) (Faelens et al. 2021, p. 7). 
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They create lasting memories.
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Social media shows us motherhood which is way too perfect.
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