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Social Media Utilisation on Perfectionism and the Millennial Generation


  Social media, in present time, is deemed an essential tool of communication for most individuals. The reality is that now, more than ever before, it seems that people are becoming more dependent on the external validation of self, rather than their own internal validation and self-worth (Yang, Holden and Carter, 2017), relating to happiness and self-perception. This is not to generalise all individuals of a certain age, gender or culture but to give importance to the rise of social networking platforms being used and with the higher percentage of time in the virtual world increasing daily, which is showing a high correlation with how people actually feel about themselves (Smith, et al, 2019) and thus affecting individuals mental health. The level of competitive individualism (Curran and Hill, 2019) is increasing over time, from 1989 to 2016, true to findings, recent generations of young people have indicated that they feel there is more demand on them from others, that there is more of a demand from themselves to others and that young people are being more demanding of themselves. This research being one of the largest scale studies with regards to having a large sample size of over 40,000 participants, over 27 years, being one of the main key theories within multi-dimensional perfectionism and the millennial generation. However, there are still various gaps of interest when relating social media, the millennial generation and multi-dimensional perfectionism. Mainly, the social exchange processes of the millennial generation and cosmetic augmentation, the positive influences of social media and multi-dimensional perfectionism and the education surrounding social media usage and how to adapt perceptions with understanding and knowledge of ways in which to attain a healthier online presence, in what a person views and what is shown or available on the specific platform to the individual. Therefore, the aim of this literature review is to systemically acknowledge empirical research surrounding social media, multi-dimensional perfectionism and the Millennial generation to further explore and critically evaluate how social media platforms have influenced the Millennial generation, the sense of self, relating to multi-dimensional perfectionism, of the individuals within this age group and how all these different variables are linked into mental health problems. My overall research question is therefore, how have social media platforms influenced multi-dimensional perfectionism within the Millennial generation? This describing the sense of ‘the good, the bad and we’re ugly’ mentality of a generation, in divulging into the research to find if this is an accurate way of describing millennial individuals or would this be a definitive generalisation. The rise of under 30s seeking counselling for mental health problems and the link with social media is apparent and so the need for mental health professionals to be aware of the generational changes (Brown,2019) in regards to self-worth, happiness and self-perception, in relation to multidimensional perfectionism and social media are crucial to the therapeutic relationship and understanding the client. This would be beneficial in order to address these concerns appropriately in the therapy session and to be aware of the implications and mental health problems often associated with social media use and multi-dimensional perfectionism.
  The term, Millennials, refer to individuals born between 1981 to 1996 (Brown,2019), as a generation Millennials are often referred to as highly narcissistic proportion of the population who cannot handle being an adult in the ‘real world.’ However, the Millennial generation, often known also as ‘Generation Y’ or ‘Generation Rent’, are also known to be the leading generation in regards to being ecologically minded, emotionally literate, to embrace diversity, are accepting and politically aware. A generation which is said to be the most shaped by social media and the online world. Individuals from this age group are most likely to feel burnt out in their 20s from increasing levels of perfectionism (Buchanan,2018), as there is such an added pressure to outshine their peers in order to get ahead in life, whether that is job or economically related, as this generation falls into what is known to be an extremely competitive social environment, as many of this generation are known to end up in jobs which they are over qualified and to face complex, volatile, competitive, and uncertain working environments. Millennials often describe the concept of ‘talking’ to mean anything from a text typed message, messaging on different social media platforms, online video communication, to actual face to face communication and so any mental health professional who are working with this generation should be aware of the perceived ‘lingo’ that is commonly used is often misinterpreted. 
  Multi-dimensional perfectionism is known to be a 3 dimensional model (Hewitt and Flett,1991) consisting of, self-oriented perfectionism, which is where a person is requiring perfection from self. The second being, other-oriented perfectionism, which describes someone requiring perfection from others. Thirdly, socially prescribed perfectionism, which is where the individual perceives other people as requiring perfectionism of oneself. The perception of irrational importance of perfectionism and self-criticism in millennials has increased by ten percent and socially prescribed perfectionism has risen by 33% over 27 years (Curran and Hill, 2019), the latter being where a person’s external validation is at the forefront of achievement and this external approval and validation is deemed highly problematic, linking to stress, anxiety and unexplained general unhappiness. The importance of research (Smith et al, 2019) in relation to perfectionism and personality traits include the perfectionism dimensions which have unique and various forms within psychopathology. These have all been linked into how an individual deems their own perception of self when using social media platforms. The realization with these forms of research however is that although the immediate results indicate the distinct relationship between perfectionism and psychopathology, the research has limited understanding to how these findings actually fit into the personal association of self, for every individual. For example, Curran and Hill (2019) use of Hewitt and Flett (1991) multidimensional perfectionism scale between 1989 to 2016 show that all levels of perfectionism have linearly increased over time. There are many other conseptualisations of perfectionism such as, Slaney, Rice, Mobley, Trippi and Ashby’s (2001), Almost Perfect Scale – Revised (APS-R) which concludes that there are in fact adaptive and maladaptive features, which differ from the scale used within the largest scale of research surrounding perfectionism and the millennial generation. This also leads onto the findings of recent studies (Smith et al, 2019) showing that most literature surrounding this area of knowledge have also underscored in the perception of self-presentational bias would influence results, as well as the assessment of perfectionism and the change in relationships with self over time, the age of the participant, as findings indicate that as individuals increase in age that the levels of self-oriented perfectionism and a person’s personal standards actually decline.       Furthermore, the main focus of research was predominantly the participants multi-dimensional scale questions and answers and so the main variables in question could present differently to every individual.
   Melvin Kranzberg a US historian famously stated that the first law of online technology is that it is neither bad or good; or neutral (cited; Bristow,2020), the term used for the millennial generation is a sense of a loss of ideal self. When social media is involved in the break-up of relationships this appears to be a prevalent tool to keep a check on ex-partners and there are less likely to be noticeable feelings of loss for the individual and so the person expresses the feeling of becoming stuck. Keeping an eye or in touch with an ex-partner via social media is often associated with poor emotional recovery and personal growth. Described as a melancholic way of ‘normality’, social networking platforms are described as an ongoing defense against loss. This formation of online relationship behavior is closely linked into certain behaviors with social media usage (Monaco,2019) and a higher likelihood of major depressive disorder (MDD). With Millennials spending more than two hours a day on social media and having access and being accessible, 24 hours a day 7 days a week, it is described as fueling a mental health crisis according to the Royal Society for Public Health (cited; Kiosea,2019). Furthermore, in relation to social media usage and portraying the behaviors associated with high online accessibility it is also important to recognise that social media platforms are a great way of social support, the aim being that everyone using the different platforms is educated and knowledgeable to the online environment, to create an awareness to how social media is currently being used for every individual and what it is that the person wants from the networking sites. Such things to improve psychological distress could be a time limit on social media utilisation, to be aware of who the person is in contact with or what is visible to them whilst online and limiting the social comparisons that are associated with socially prescribed perfectionism. Even with this professional knowledge of how to cope with an online presence and develop strategies that work, there are still a vast proportion of millennials still falling under the umbrella of high levels of anxiety, bullying, depression and body image issues. The educational value and knowledge surrounding social media usage is still in infancy (Robinson et al, 2017) and without a higher scale of education centres/schools/colleges, sharing social media knowledge and information of how to be safe and use social media platforms, such as communication (Daniels and Zurbriggen,2016) about suicide or other mental health problems, to inform the young people using the online platforms there will not be the shared knowledge of the good and the bad ideals. When looking at how research has grown surrounding social media platforms and numbers of millennials and young people have risen over the last few years, without any means of intervention in regards to the relative patterns of behavior and psychological responses, the prediction of a higher percentage of mental health problems, in association with higher social media usage and lack of self-care, would be inevitable. 
  Social influencers are people who use social media platforms as a way of promoting and/or selling a destination, clothing line or product. These are normally celebrities or people with a high following on social media, meaning the number of people on the platform they are using is high in order to make the most profit. It is known that the higher the following on social media the more the influencer is paid per post. Social media is now one of the most prominent ways (Chatzigeorgiou,2017) to reach out to the millennial generation. The amount of various social media platforms has increased over time and the way they are used is extremely different, there are known to be more than 6 different types of social networks such as, Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, LinkedIn, Whatsapp, Pintrest, Twitter and Reddit, all of which communicate differently to the user.
Research has shown implications where socially prescribed perfectionism is rising and mental health of millennials and young people are also becoming more problematic in the sense of cosmetic augmentation and procedures. The government is driving change within social media platforms (GOV.UK,2019) and has made new regulations in January 2019 to present to social media influencers, which include such things as, being clear about the relationship the influencer has with a brand or business, state whether there has been payment to advertise something on the social media platform, do not be misleading to the online viewers/followers of the influencers account, to be honest about what the influencer is promoting. This also includes substantial fines and the ability to block services if harmful content is shown to be overlooked on the specific platform, this is described by the government as a duty of care towards users and what they are able to access. In the cases of revenge pornography or extremist material then the individual posting the content would be most at risk to be prosecuted, James (2019) contests that there should be legislation to force platforms to remove illegal content to prioritise the protection of users, especially young people, children and vulnerable adults. In countries such as China, social media platforms such as Twitter, Google and Whatsapp are blocked and are replaced with Chinese applications. For many years social success and body image have been related (Rabito-Alcón and Rodriguez-Molina, 2016) in relation to often unreal body images that are shown by social influencers or peers that a young personal would be following and viewing, both female and male, across all social media platforms. The present lifestyle of the millennial generation show that nearly 93% have some form of access to social platforms in the home environment and 89% use social networking sites (Khanna and Sharma,2017) this appears to encourage social learning and conditioning, with the goal of adopting another person’s beauty as their own. Feedback from uploaded pictures is often immediate and can present as negative or positive comments, these are easily accessed in the social media world 24 hours a day, seven days a week. So the external identity of the young person is really based on how they appear online and how they present themselves in order to establish positive feedback and achieve the ultimate goal of influencer status. The selfie is a form of providing this external appearance and young people are known to use this as a form of external validation. In a large participant study of girls who were aged 14-17 (Dunn,2019;cited in Brown, 2020) knowing that this age is not described as being fully mature, the participants in the study stated that they did not feel they were as perfect as the images presented to them and the perceived ideal would be to change how they looked in order to be more like the images. Where the image was perceived as false and ‘filtered’, where the individual changes the photo digitally to enhance or remove ‘imperfections’, before the picture is then put online. The participants still expressed feelings of unhappiness within themselves and their appearance in comparison to the influencers image and did not feel that they would ever meet that level of perfection, which leads to feeling of insecurities and other psychological problems. With appearance shown in research to be one of the highest forms of bullying (Diedrichs,2019), some examples being,  fat shaming, body shaming and teasing on specific flaws of appearance there is an evident relationship with young people feeling shame of their appearance in relation to external comments. As high as 94% have felt socially isolated (Weingarden and Renshaw,2015) in accordance with how they feel about their appearance, and 47% have stated feeling so overwhelmed with the levels of ‘imperfections’ that it has led to suicidal attempts (Mentalhealthfoundation,2018) and feelings of unable to cope with added pressures.  
  Cosmetic surgeries and the millennial generation in relation to social exchange is said to be rising (Voelker and Pentina,2001). The term cosmetic augmentation is defined as utilizing advanced technologies in order to change the appearance of people who are deemed as otherwise being healthy individuals. Things such as botox, breast implants and laser cosmetic procedures in association with liposuction or hair removal. The social exchange framework (socially prescribed perfectionism), being advanced, shows that individuals from the millennial generation who have access to other people online who have utilised cosmetic procedures are therefore more likely to increase the likelihood of a positive attitude towards cosmetic procedures. A perfectionistic self-presentation (Hewitt, 2001). In a recent study of participants aged 11- 18 based in the UK, focused on body image and appearance of 850 females. The findings showed that 50% of the participants had thought about cosmetic surgery (Diedrichs,2017) in order to obtain a different appearance and also had tried some form of dieting to acquire a difference in body shape. The average age of the participants being 13 years old. Although this shows to be more prevalent in the amount of online access and the findings depicted based on attitudes of millennials and the content in which is viewed. For example, the less social media usage or denser social networks utilised, the more evidence of lower correlation (Voelker and Pentina,2001) between positive attitudes towards cosmetic augmentation, so the pressure to conform or adapt to ‘perfectionistic ideals’ lessen with the less usage or monitored platforms with less influential cosmetic augmentation content.
  Social comparison is of particular relevance in social media platforms (Yang and Holden and Carter, 2018) within the digital age, where it allows people to access others daily to make various social comparisons. Social comparison, the effects of prioritising external validation over internal validation is shown to associate with emotions of envy, shame (Lim,2015) and burnout. Identity and personal development are central tools for growing adolescents and adults alike, two of which being self-esteem and identity clarity. Identity processing styles are shown to be where individuals make sense of themselves through information that has been gained and experiences in order to make sense of themselves and the internal exploration. Individuals who have to evaluate who they are, in an environment where an objective evaluation is not available will then compare themselves to others who they deem as similar people. Social comparison is often split into two domains (Festinger,1954; cited in Yang and Holden and Carter,2018), opinion and ability. Social comparison of ability is known to be competition-oriented where the person is aiming to achieve superiority over inferiority. The social comparison of opinion focuses more in relation to information collection, this form of social comparison is driven by the perception of others as role models and informants. The fact that social media is a highly polished sense of self and is known by users to only show mainly the positives and not the full spectrum of an individual’s life, through selective self-presentation. Although both the opinion and ability share the same foundation of ‘social comparison’, the finding of research showed however that millennials who focused more on social comparison of ability, show less experiences of negative psycho-emotional and well-being factors, such as depression and envy and actually shared a higher satisfaction of day to day life. The sample of this research study was not large and it is suggested for further insight into the two domains of online self-comparison in order to gain further understanding of young people and the development of self-identity within the digital age. 
  In relation to well-being and self-esteem, a research study of 881 adolescents looked at how the positive and negative feedback on social networking sites affected the participants self-esteem and well-being. Positive feedback on social media posts enhanced the participants well-being and self-esteem, where-as negative feedback decreased the participants well-being and self-esteem. This leading into the perfectionistic self-presentation mindset. Maladaptive self-presentation is shown with an individual’s style composed of displaying and proclaiming the perceived perfectionistic lifestyle. The individual would avoid any behavioral demonstrations of imperfections as this would avoid any perceived negative feedback. 
  Individual happiness in social media environments can often transform and reinforce life experiences, psychological practitioners often encourage an individual to change their perception on unwanted thoughts of unhappiness and maladaptive perfectionism due to the prediction of such thoughts being linked to psychological distress, such as depression. Strategies such as, interventions of self-compassion (Ferrari et al, 2018) are often used to seek that change in the individuals relationship with their difficult thoughts rather than more directive responses. Linking the interventions of self-compassion with social media usage in millennials to view how a level of self-compassion moderates the relationship between high perfectionism and high levels of depression have been researched. Using self-report questionnaires to assess maladaptive perfectionism within adolescents showed that using the self-compassion interventions showed less percentage of depressive symptoms in adolescents and thus showing that a higher level of internal validation would conclude to less pressure of perfectionism within millennial online content and use. The limitations would ultimately be the level of self-awareness that and the individuals accuracy in relation to this element and the responding to the questionnaires willingly and openly. Happiness can often feel as a relentless goal for individuals in society, with many seeking external and materialistic views in order to achieve levels of happiness (Berezan and Krishen and Agarwal and Kachroo,2018) in accordance with the more a person is liked or perceived to have, the happier the individual is viewed to be, leading to a perception of greater self-definition. In essence social media platforms are the experiential purpose for happiness, the online platforms can reinforce both positive and negative experiences, potentially affecting a person’s happiness and how they view themselves based on other people’s contributions to online feedback. On the one hand this can enable effective self-growth, reflective practice and learning. As a person grows through life their experience of happiness also changes and the definition of happiness shifts through future perspectives. There are differences in the levels of happiness achieved in older and younger people, younger people are said to find happiness in relation to higher arousal activities and several types of arousal, where-as older generation are shown to find happiness in lower states of arousal such as peacefulness, thus creating a sense of empowerment and social interactional positive affect as an individual reaches this stage of their life. The key motivations for the millennial generation and social media usage is self-identity and issues of freedom and control. A persons perspective can change over time and social media being an experiential phenomenon for many within the millennial generation, the consumer identifies the characteristics in a virtual space with others. The participants level of happiness when using social media results in an effective perception of self (Vries and Kühne, 2015) and so what this shows is the higher innate value an individual has of oneself before entering the online world, the happier a person is with themselves, the less likely they are to look for the external validation of others. Relatedness, competence and autonomy are three factors which show the link between social media networking behavior and happiness. Relatedness refers to the feeling of wanting to connect, a longingness to develop relationships with others. To be autonomous is to require a sense of freedom and control, this gives a higher understanding to one’s own identity and to be competent is to show that the individual can control the environment in which they feel able to also control their actions. When an individual is using the online platforms these areas are the main focus of satisfaction and if all three are met then the increase in the particular platform being used to achieve these goals. No single term exists to define happiness and so every individual has their own perception of what happiness means for them. Although research can offer insights into how an individual’s behavior and motivation may increase in relation to social media use, the present generation of millennials is aligned with people in late 20’s to late 30’s age range and as research shows significant elements in accordance with happiness perception and achievement change as a person becomes older. The aging process shifts the individuals definition of happiness.  
  This literature review shows that social media utilisation has a profound effect on a person’s mental health, in regards to achieving a perfectionistic stance in the individuals virtual society, in order to obtain gratification with external feedback. Taking into consideration the number of different social media platforms that are now available, in order to establish how social media utilisation relates to an individual’s self-esteem, self-worth and internal validation in regards to the individual happiness then it would appear paramount to ensure knowledge and behavioral reflection in regards to educational stance of online social environments. The good and the bad that social media brings to the forefront of society and how to effectively use and monitor the individuals online presence and what is shown or shared with others. Informed choice is an area which is becoming less likely in western society as social media is forever growing and deemed to be one of the greatest communicating tools of the generation, the pressure to conform to having various different platforms to communicate is evident and with companies/businesses and influencers only using specific sites to communicate with their society, the increase choice in having to be a member of the online platform. It has become a ‘normal’ way of existence and so the expectation of people refraining from using online platforms is shown to be an ineffective way forward. The specific need for social media regulation and more knowledge and information to be implemented among every user of social media has been demonstrated, within the research discussed. Having demonstrated the areas in which the millennial generation appear to exist online it is also clear that to generalise every individual in a generation would be unprofessional, although many show similarities in the way in which perfectionism is perceived and the goal of achieving this with filtered selfies and cosmetic augmentation, this literature review also showed that in cases where individuals felt happiness, control and autonomously able to express and live as an individual then the psychological implications of social media usage where shown to be less obvious. 
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