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Are Social Media Accounts a Metonym for Our Lives?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction
It is undeniable that the use of social media has become a cultural normality in the way we socialise and meet other people. 
“Daily internet use is now almost universal, with research showing that nine in ten adults report going online every day. This volume of internet use demonstrates how being online is seen as a core part of many people’s daily lives, with many respondents reporting feeling lost without it and admitting to being ‘hooked’ on their smartphones, tablets or other connected devices.” (Communications Market Report 2016, 2016)
With the rise of mental health issues such as Social Anxiety Disorder and Depression (Nice.org.uk, 2011) It is important to explore and discuss how people create false self-representations online and how it can influence their offline identity. This could be a positive or a negative influence on the individual as clearly social media can bring attention to the posters’ lives. Therefore, it is important to explore why posters bring others into the most intimate moments of their lives and why they do so. Other topics I would like to discuss is whether social media can be harmfully addictive and the negativity surrounding ‘Catfishing’, which was brought attention to with the popular TV show “Catfish”. ‘Catfishing’ can be defined by someone pretending to be someone else to manipulate and change situations. An example of this could be if a person is pretending to be a female, when, in reality they are male. This is a very dangerous activity that can lead to abuse and misconduct.

Online risks and harm
[bookmark: _Hlk513492064]Existing research demonstrates that users have experienced a variety of risks when using social media, such as:
▪ Low or decreased self-esteem during or after using social media;
▪ Decrease in the ability to concentrate;
▪ Increased or unusual social anxiety when interacting with people offline;
▪ Irregular or disordered sleeping patterns; and
▪ Feeling a need to share everything you’re doing offline on social media.
(The Dangers of Social Media on your Mental Health, 2017)

Background to the Research
I chose to conduct this research due to my own experiences whilst using social media. I found that using social media for prolonged amounts of time left me feeling inadequate and unfulfilled in comparison to public images posted on apps such as ‘Instagram’ and ‘Facebook’. I had a realisation that social media had impacted the way I felt and perceived my life and it made me question if anybody else felt the same way. These thoughts can be summarised in this quote from Mark Zuckerberg, the creator of ‘Facebook’ and is the inspiration for my research.
“They’re building an image and identity for themselves, which in a sense is their brand”. (BrainyQuote, 2018)
Most of the population faces a monotonous and conventional state of living, however, communicated through Social Media with apparent happiness, freedom for travel and greatness are people known as ‘Digital Nomads’ or ’Digital Influencers’. These are Individuals who create online content to gain popularity, to share experiences and gain an income from an online audience. They do not have a conventional day job but instead work solely online and share aspirational travel and marketing content e.g. Films, Photography or Blog Posts. 
Like the work of Edward Bernays in the 1920’s when he convinced women to begin smoking, ‘Digital Nomads’ and ‘Digital Influencers’ promise consumers a life which isn’t realistic or achievable. The content creators use sponsored content and voucher codes in order to gain revenue from their followers when they purchase an item from the promoted brand. This can be helpful when discovering new brands, but it can lead to people who are more vulnerable getting scammed online as the brand isn’t as safe as it may seem. Not only do followers put trust into digital influencers as they are an ‘everyday person’ compared to the models on television but they gain a materialistic relationship with them as they interact with them daily through the use of comments, likes and simply scrolling past their content. 





Literature Review
Images without context
Despite having the technology for image manipulation on our smartphones such as ‘Facetune’, ‘Makeup Plus’ and ‘Modiface’, social media users still view images without context and do not look further into the public image. We look to Belgian artist, Rene Magritte, who painted ‘Treachery of Images’ (Magritte, 1929) who questioned the context of the image and encouraged viewers to do the same. The image that he painted was of a pipe and underneath it said “this is not a pipe” as it is a painting of a pipe. This can be applied to the public image on social media as most images are manipulated or not what they seem to be. 
To further illustrate this point, we look to Erving Goffman’s “Dramaturgical Theory” (Goffman, 1999). The current manifestation of ‘Digital Nomads’ focuses heavily on provoking human desire for freedom and to be wanted. The use of photo editing applications such as ‘Facetune’, ‘Makeup Plus’ and ‘Modiface’ also creates unrealistic beauty goals due to augmented body manipulation and filters added. This is a key example of Erving Goffman’s “Dramaturgical Theory”. 
“Dramaturgical Theory” is the sociological theory devised by Erving Goffman in 1959 to describe the context of human interaction. According to Goffman, humans gain their sense of self through interactions with others. These interactions are a theatrical metaphor in which a person constructs a role and performs it to an audience. The contrast of reality verses fantasy provides some reasoning behind how there is a rise in mental health issues in adolescents.  
Addiction to Social Media
Drawing on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 2018) and his understanding of psychoanalysis, humans naturally look for gratification from others to feel fulfilled. This falls under the “Psychological Needs” category where it says that humans need belongingness, love, a sense of prestige and a feeling of accomplishment. To relate it back to my research, this can be related to likes, follows and comments on social media as users tend to use social media for expressing achievements, opinions and adding friends online. We gain positive reinforcement and gratification by others when they like, comment and share our content as according to Maslow’s theory, we need this in our lives, so we continue to do this behaviour to fit into cultural norms and gain fulfilment. 
However, we can also get negative reinforcement from others online which can lead to things such as cyber bullying or simply a heated debate. We look to both George Homans and B.F Skinner for their theories.  B.F Skinner invented the theory of “Operant Conditioning” (Simplypsychology.org, 2015), this is the theory in which that people modify their behaviour through positive and negative reinforcement from others. On the other hand, “Social Exchange Theory” (Changingminds.org, 2002), coined by George Homans, talks about how people are rewarded for adhering to the conventions of the social group. 
Both forms of reinforcement can help us build our online identity, but I’d like to find out whether it effects our offline identity.   

Research Questions and Objectives:
The main research question for this study is:
	Are our social media accounts a metonym for our lives?
Supporting Questions:
1.	Why is there a rise in mental health issues in Adolescents?
2.	Why do people create a false representation of themselves online?
3.	Do our actions and our public image affect our offline personality?
4.	What aspects of life impact our fulfilment? 
5. 	Why do we edit our public images?

Overarching Research Objectives for this study are to:
1.	Formulate a set of assertions which demonstrates the influence that social media has on mental health issues.
2.	Develop a diagram based on my findings to demonstrate my assertions on social media.
3.	Understand further into the cultural shift between Generation Z and Millennials.

Methodology & Research Design.
The aim of the study is to explore and improve the use of social media. This will be achieved by engaging with social media users and demonstrate a set of assertions which can relate to them. The use of questionnaires fitting the theme of social media are ideally suited to this project as it can be posted on public platforms for my target audience to fill out. Demographics and Psychographics are a key element to finding out a person’s fulfilment, so I plan to ask regarding other aspects in their life to find out if social media is the root cause of unfulfillment. 
Research Methods
My research project will seek to target participants from both Generation Z and Millennials to gather both qualitive and quantitative data. Qualitative data will be analysed and placed into categories according to the concept or theme which is discussed in the response. This would then be analysed further and calculated into an average statement which correlates with my question. Quantitative data will be analysed using SPSS (statistical package for social sciences) and be used to develop a diagram to be able to compare findings between generations. As mentioned previously, Psychographics and Demographics play a key role in my research as both generations have gone through different cultural changes and are of different ages, locations and social grades.

Responsibility to the Participants
It is my responsibility to the participants that I follow moral ethical practise given to me by the “British Education Research Association” (Bera.ac.uk, 2011) such as:
· “Individuals should be treated fairly, sensitively, with dignity, and within an ethic of respect and freedom from prejudice regardless of age, gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, class, nationality, cultural identity, partnership status, faith, disability, political belief or any other significant difference.”
· “All participants will remain anonymous so that they feel comfortable disclosing any personal information such as mental health issues, income or any other aspects of their personal lives. Participants would be required to give voluntary informed consent to participate in the study and have the right to withdraw if they feel uncomfortable or it is unnecessary to continue.”
· “In the case of participants whose age, intellectual capability or other vulnerable circumstance may limit the extent to which they can be expected to understand or agree voluntarily to undertake their role, researchers must fully explore alternative ways in which they can be enabled to make authentic responses.”


Impact of Study and Dissemination of Findings
The aim of this research study is to establish why people create false self-representations of themselves online and understand why we feel the need to edit and manipulate imagery of ourselves. In addition, it aims to develop a clearer understanding of the behaviours and social habits of both Generation Z and Millennials. The findings of this study will impact the current generation and mental health companies such as ‘Samaritans’ and ‘Mind’. Understanding the distinctive elements of one’s life and experiences will enable people to gain confidence in helping those with mental health or self-esteem issues and therefore impacting positively upon our current generation. I aim to disseminate my findings to both participants and many others through a journal called “Cyberpsychology, behaviour and social networking”. The ideologies discussed in this journal are like the ones in my dissertation and would be appropriate to share with others.
 















References
Communications Market Report 2016. (2016). [ebook] Ofcom, p.30. Available at: https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0024/26826/cmr_uk_2016.pdf. [Accessed 1 May 2018].

Nice.org.uk. (2011). Common mental health problems: identification and pathways to care | Guidance and guidelines | NICE. [online] Available at: https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg123/chapter/Introduction [Accessed 7 May 2018].

The Dangers of Social Media on your Mental Health. (2017). [ebook] Homewood Health, pp.5-6. Available at: https://www2.viu.ca/humanresources/documents/DangersofSocialMediaonYourMentalHealthQ12017.pdf [Accessed 3 May 2018].

BrainyQuote. (2018). Mark Zuckerberg Quotes. [online] Available at: https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/mark_zuckerberg_453463 [Accessed 6 May 2018].

Magritte, R. (1929). The Treachery of Images. [image] Available at: https://www.renemagritte.org/the-treachery-of-images.jsp [Accessed 7 May 2018].

Goffman, E. (1999). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. [ebook] Anchor Books/Doubleday. Available at: https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=1G89PgAACAAJ&dq=dramaturgical+theory&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiA_7GMxfPaAhWKAcAKHZtICBcQ6AEIMzAC [Accessed 28 Apr. 2018].

Maslow, A. (2018). A Theory of Human Motivation. [ebook] Start Publishing LLC. Available at: https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=nvnsAgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=maslow%27s+hierarchy+of+needs&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjPrqqSxvPaAhWkLsAKHUQ8CtMQ6AEIOjAD#v=onepage&q&f=false [Accessed 3 May 2018].
Simplypsychology.org. (2015). B.F. Skinner | Operant Conditioning | Simply Psychology. [online] Available at: https://www.simplypsychology.org/operant-conditioning.html [Accessed 7 May 2018].

Bera.ac.uk. (2011). [online] Available at: https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BERA-Ethical-Guidelines-2011.pdf [Accessed 7 May 2018].

