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Research Proposal
Title of research 
Parents and guardians views on the effect of social media on their children’s wellbeing 

Objectives 
· To identify if parents think social media has a positive or negative effect on their child’s wellbeing 
· To identify why parent’s think social media effects their child's wellbeing  
· To gain an understanding of concerns that parents may have on the effect of social media on their children’s well being 

Rational for the research proposal 

It is important to understand how parents perceive the role that social media plays in the wellbeing of their child, so that suitable information can be made available to parents on how to maintain their children’s wellbeing when they are active users of social media. 

The aim of this proposal is to identify how parents perceive the role that social media plays in the wellbeing of their children. This will be achieved by examining and recording findings from a circulated questionnaire, which contains tailored questions, aimed to identify if parents think that social media has a positive or negative effect on their child's wellbeing, how they think it effects it and why they think it effects it. The questionnaire uses both quantitative and qualitative questions to gather this information to interpreter, quantify and evaluate the findings. 

In 2017, 71% of internet users were social media users (The statistic portal, 2019). It is accurate to say that social media plays a role in a large number of peoples everyday life. There are social media platform that are targeted at a number of audiences including interest focused, work based and even ones focused at younger children, pre-teens and teens. However, these specialised platforms are not as widely advertised or embraced by children and young adults as is the more popular platforms such as WhatsApp, snapchat and Facebook that offer their users a huge range of facilities such as private messaging, games, filters and a page to share interests and hobbies. Facebook alone has an average of 2.27 billion monthly active users (Statista, 2019) who all for example share open access to games, advertising and information. With all that is on offer it is understandable how these popular platforms are more desirable to children, as children, just like the 2.27 billion users of Facebook want to feel included in this online community. 

Owners of such platforms have a legal responsibility to make sure that the content of their sites is suitable for their targeted audiences and to control this social media platforms all have unique minimum age restrictions. Some sites in particular ones that are targeted at children and young people not only have a minimum age requirements but also a maximum age requirement. For example Kudos is a children’s only social media platform whom only allow children between the ages of six and ten to sign up for an account. Whereas the more popular platforms only have a minimum age such as Facebook which require their users to be thirteen years old or above (Facebook, 2019) and WhatsApp who require their users to be at least sixteen years old (Parentinfo, 2018).

However, As there is no physical way to check the subscribers age it is extremely difficult to enforce these age restrictions as most social media platforms only require the user to enter a date of birth to determine their age which can be easily forged by the user to appear older than they actually are. This is not helped by the growing number of young children with smart phones or their own personal laptop as it is hard for the parent to monitor their child’s activities when they are in their bedroom or away from home. The guardchild (2019) reported that 38% of Facebook users last year wore thirteen years old or younger with 25% of these being under 10. If these figures are accurate then is it evident that social media companies need to put better barriers, restrictions and monitoring procedures in place to safeguard children. 

When children are accessing social media platforms by fraudulently entering false information or when parents are knowingly signing their children up for social media accounts when their underage they are left open to be exposed to content that is too mature to their age and left, exposed to bullies and vulnerable to be groomed or exploited.

Children and parents do not always understand the implications of their actions, and think that their actions are harmless that these sites are simply a ‘bit of fun’. However, these harmless actions can have a detrimental impact on children’s welfare and wellbeing such as issues with self-acceptance, environmental mastery, relationships, autonomy, understanding their purpose in life and altering their personal growth. 

The welfare and wellbeing concerns linked to children using social media include - 

1. How accessible they are to strangers - sexual assault as a result of social media has risen by 300% which is alarming when it is estimated that 55% of children who use social media have given out personal information and descriptions to strangers on social media platforms (guardchild, 2019). 
2. Online bullying - 88% of children who are active social media users reported that they have seen someone be cruel or mean to someone on social media with 15% of children saying they have been the victim of online cruelty (guardchild, 2019). Prior to the era of social media, bullying often stayed within the playground, however now with the usage of social media children can be targeted 24/7. What makes social media a dangerous tool is that bullying can be done privately via messenger which the victim would often hide from parents leaving the victim to internalise the bullying or  the bullies can do it publically through tweets and posts which allows other people to comment and ‘like’ which allows for passive bullying to take part and often children won’t realise that there actively taking part in bullying just by liking or commenting on a post.  
3. Body positivity - at the pre-teen and teenage years children’s bodies and hormones are going through huge changes. Social media uses filters on photography to perfectively alter people’s appearance such as slimming faces, enlarging eyes and slimming bodies. When this is done and seen by an adolescent mind, it alters their perception of reality promoting negative thoughts against their own body and appearance. 
4. Social media gives a distorted life view -  it is trendy among young people to post pictures promoting luxury’s such as new I phones, new jeweler and elaborate lifestyles that only the rich can dream of living. Over the last year there has been a growing number of ‘influencers’ on social media who are paid to promote an unrealistic lifestyle. Young people are influenced by this, which puts extra pressure on families that cannot afford to meet this lifestyle. Recently in the news was a seventeen-year-old boy who sold his kidney on the dark web to afford to buy a ipad and iphone so he could ‘fit in’ with his friends.

The concerns highlighted above are some of the influencing factor that’s driving this research proposal, with the aim of identifying if parents also share these concerns, have other concerns not mentioned above, or if they feel that social media has little to no effect on the wellbeing of the child or even if they feel social media has a positive effect on the wellbeing of the child. 

Proposed Research method

The data for the proposed research question will be gathered via an electronic questionnaire containing both qualitative and quantitative questions. It will be circulated via the social media platform Facebook, targeted at parents of children aged between three and thirteen. The questionnaire is not mandatory or compulsory for anyone to complete and consent will be assumed when the person clicks on the link and starts to complete the questionnaire. 

A full disclosure of what the research is for and what will happen to the collected date will be made available to all participants at the start of the questionnaire.  The collected data will be analised and categorised to see if there is a trend in views on the effect of social media on their children’s wellbeing.



Introduction 

Wellbeing has a number of definitions but for the purpose of the study the same definition of wellbeing is being used as that used in the good childhood report 2017 which uses it to define the psychological wellbeing of the child which includes the child’s Self-acceptance, Environmental mastery, Positive relationships, Autonomy, Purpose in life and their Personal growth (The children’s society, 2017) 

The number of children suffering with depression and anxiety in the United Kingdom has been steadily rising over the last decade (Mental health foundation, 2019) and alarmingly over 200 school children are lost to suicide every year in the United Kingdom alone (Papyrus-uk.org, 2019).  Psychology today (Gray, 2019) estimate that between five to eight times more children  meet the criteria for diagnosis of major depression and/or anxiety disorder as was true half a century or more ago

The mental health foundation (2019) states that factors associated with mental health problems include 

Income & Adversity -	Disorders were more common among children living in lower     income households and children whose parents were in receipt of low-income benefits. Disorders were also more likely among children who had experienced challenging life situations, such as their parents separating or having financial difficulties. Children who had a mental disorder were twice as likely to have been bullied or cyberbullied in the previous year. They were also more likely to report that they had bullied or cyberbullied others, suggesting that both those being bullied, and the bullies themselves, may be in need of targeted support.

Identity - 	Young people 14 to 19 years old who identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or other were more likely to have a mental disorder (34.9%) than those who identified as heterosexual (13.2%)

Family and relationships -     Family and social support also had an association with mental 
                                                    health disorders. Rates of disorder were higher for children whose 
                                                    parents had a mental health problem, or who received disability-
                                                    related income, and for children whose families had the lowest 
                                                   levels of functioning. This was particularly pronounced for very  
                                                   young children (aged 2-4). 14.9% of children whose parents had 
                                                  poor mental health had a disorder themselves by the age of 4.

Behaviors -                           Certain behaviors were also associated with mental health. 11 to 
                                               16-year olds with a disorder were more likely to have tried a 
                                               Cigarette, an e-cigarette, or used illicit drugs.
                                               Social media use was extremely common among young people 
                                               (95.1% of 11 to 19-year olds reported using it, and 79.1% reported 
                                               using it daily), and the overall use of social media was not associated 
                                               with mental disorder.
                                               However, how social media was used did show a relationship. Those       
                                               with a mental disorder were more likely to use social media every 
                                               day, use social media for longer periods of time, and were more likely 
                                               to report that use of social media had an impact on their mood 
                                               and/or made them compare themselves to others (particularly the 
                                               case for young women).

(The mental health foundation, 2019)

The good child report (2017) provides a unique annual update on children’s well-being taken from their own perspective; it provides an insight into how happy they are across many different aspects of their lives.  The 2017 report found that children’s happiness is declining and children rated their happiness lower on their appearance and school than in previous years.
The understanding childhood report (2017) also identified that young children under the legal usage age are active social media users with interviewed children stating that ‘‘Not having a phone would be the worst thing because I really like playing on my phone, like going on Facebook and that. I usually go on Facebook every day’. The report identified that children had positive and negative relationships with social media, positives such as children acknowledging that they could use social media to contact family and friend that did not live close but they also identified that ‘there was negative consequences of social media such as fear of missing out on the latest ‘gossip’, as well as the arguments and bullying that can take place’ (The children’s society, 2017).

One of the findings that gray (2019) shares is that the decline in children’s wellbeing is linked to the shift from "intrinsic" to "extrinsic" values and goals, meaning children and young people are putting more value on materialistic items and rewards over intrinsic value such as becoming competent in endeavors and developing a meaningful philosophy of life (gray, 2019) . Social media provides the perfect platform for supporting extrinsic values and instant gratification where users are exposed to unrealistic expectations of life from professional influencers, Millionaire lifestyles and the generation of ‘likes’. Where some users form unrealistic expectations of life and friendships with children and young adults being more susceptible to this unrealistic view of life. 

Social media as a contributing factor to the wellbeing of the child has been mentioned a number of times by both the mental health foundation (2019) and the good child report (2017) as contributory factors to wellbeing. These increasing figures need to be addressed, and a plan of action needs to be put in place to support the wellbeing and mental health of children and young adults. 

The study will explore how parents view the effect of social media on their children’s wellbeing whether it be positive or negative and identify why parent’s think social media effects their child's wellbeing in that way, the research will aim to draw conclusion on the basis of interpretation of evidence and reasoning provided by the parents. By identifying if and how parents feel social media may be playing a role in their children’s wellbeing it will allow us to understanding how to put barriers in place to overcome this and help support children and young adults in becoming strong, confident individuals who have a sense of belonging.

When considering the methods and methodology for the research proposal it is firstly important to consider the researchers beliefs and assumptions on the proposed research topic and what aims and objectives the researcher is attempting to achieve. The researcher’s choice of paradigm will ultimately guide the research method and methodology and the outcomes of the research. 

For the proposed research, the method and methodology will be focused using the interpretivism paradigm. The interpretive researcher understand that participants are all individual, each with their own opinions and experiences and that it is the individual that shapes society and not the other way around. The Interpretivism paradigm is
appropriate for the proposals aims and objectives, which are to gain an understanding and an in-depth insight into the lives of the participant and why they feel and think a certain way about the relationship between the use of social media and the child’s wellbeing with the data gathered from the research needing thorough analysing and interpreting. 

The interpretive researcher understands that individuals experience reality in different ways, interpretive researchers according to Willis (1995) believe that there isn’t a single route or particular method to knowledge especially with regard to its methods, validity, and scope, and the distinction between justified belief and opinion. However, Walsham (1993) argues that in the interpretive tradition there are no ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ theories. Instead, they should be judged according to how ‘interesting’ they are to the researcher as well as those involved in the same areas.

The way that an interpretive researcher collects and analyses data is fitting for the desired outcomes of the proposed research, as Interpretivist researchers do not believe that quantitative data alone provides enough evidence for validity and that either qualitative research or a mixed methodology is required for greater validity and in-depth understanding.  The collective data from the research is subject to the researcher’s interpretation meaning that there is no objective or expected outcome and the researchers are entrusted with drawing inferences from the data, and there is no objective knowledge but a process of matching information and finding a pattern.  This is supported by Reeves and Hedberg (2003) whom states that the “interpretivist” paradigm stresses the need to put analysis in context. By producing a mixed methodology questionnaire, it allows the researcher to analyse and draw inferences from the subjective experiences of a range of individuals.

If the research was approached using an alternative paradigm, it is likely that the desired outcome would be different or the end result not as validating. For example, if the research was approached using positivism methods and methodology whom prefer to rely on quantitative methods to generate facts and figures and aim to be more scientific in their methods, the gathered data wouldn’t provide insight into the thinking and reasoning of the participants it would just generate data to categories the participants which wouldn’t result in the desired research outcomes (Thompson, 2019).

The data for the proposed research will be collected via an online questionnaire hosted by the website surveymonkey.com and circulated on social media. Surveymonkey.com offers the researcher a way of collecting data from a vast and varied pool of participants while offering the researcher  data analysis, sample selection and bias elimination tools, with the added benefit of being able to offer anonymity to participants while the platform complies with GDPR regulations. 

By circulating the questionnaire online it provides the participant with anonymity and using social media it allows for a wide and varied amount of individuals to take part, therefore gathering a wide range of opinions from people of all ages, backgrounds whom already have their own opinion on the topic. Thus using the interpretivist paradigm the research itself does not intend to generate any new theories on positive or negative links that may be between wellbeing and media but to evaluate the parents thinking on the topic.

By choosing to conduct the research online, it gives the research a number of added benefit such as efficiency and being able to target participants from a range of backgrounds and locations whom have no link to each other. And by sharing the research on social media platforms such as Facebook it allows for people not only to complete the questionnaire but also to then share the link for the questionnaire where they are much more likely to share along with their opinions triggering other peoples interests resulting in the researcher spending less time devoted to warming up participants as they naturally feel empowered by sharing their opinion which triggers conversation, and generates more participant. The people who click on the link to complete the questionnaire are also doing so because they want to and not because it is expected of them. Participants are also more likely to complete the questionnaire during down time where they feel more relaxed giving easy access to their true feelings.

Equally as important conducting research online gives both the researcher and the participant the benefit of Anonymity. Lavrakas (2008) states that anonymity can help to protect privacy so that respondents can reveal information that cannot be identified back to them. When the survey poses exceptional risks for participants, anonymity may improve cooperation’. As a researcher having participants that are willing to be open, cooperative and willing to answer honestly is central as it gives the researcher viable data to work with. Unlike other research, methods such as focus groups and interviews where people may feel pre judged, shy or stereotyped the online questionnaire will allow participants to be open and answer the questions honestly without the fear of being judged. Twigge (2019) states that by using online questionnaires for research everyone is equal; depriving participants of being able to observe each other strips away a lot of information that we use to form pre-conceptions, to establish social status, and to fit people into stereotypes. Everyone interacts on a more even footing and it's much easier to capture a balanced range of opinions (Twigge, 2019). Anonymity allowing participants to answer honestly is imperative to the interpretivist researchers who values reliability and validity from participants and the data it generates. 

When compiling the questionnaire it is important to keep the questions focused and reflective of the research objectives without using leading questions. By keeping the questions relevant, it will keep the participant focused and produce data that is useful and easy to draw inferences from. Using leading questions can result in having ‘poisoned data’ meaning that the end data collected from the research has been obtained by swayed questions that are designed to get the researchers desired result. To avoid the risk of using leading questions in the research, the research will use a mixture of qualitative and quantitative questions. The quantitative questions will be limited to the use of categorising the participant when analysing the final data. These will include demographic questions such as the age bracket of the participants, the age bracket of the participant’s child, gender, the child’s gender, household composition and professional/employment status.

For example – 

Q. What is your age?

18-24 years old
25-34 years old
35-44 years old
45-54 years old

Q. What is your child’s age?

3-5 years old
6-8 years old
9-11 year old
12-14 years old

Q. Are you:

Male
Female
Unspecified

Q. What gender is your child?

Male
Female
Unspecified

Q. What is your marital status?

Single, never married
Married or domestic partnership
Widowed
Divorced
Separated

Q. Are you currently…?

Employed for wages
Self-employed
Out of work and looking for work
Out of work but not currently looking for work
A homemaker
A student
Military
Retired
Unable to work

To gather data to meet the aims and objectives of the research qualitative questioning will be used. To overcome the potential of using leading questions the questions within the questionnaire will be open-ended questions that are free from suggestion, which will be designed to prompt explanations from the participants rather than single-worded answers. Answers that can later be analised and interpreted by the researcher. 

For example - 
 
Q. How do you feel about children accessing social media?

Q. What effects do you think social media can have on child’s wellbeing?

Q. Describe occasions where social media has effected your child’s wellbeing

The purpose of using a mixed methodology questionnaire is to produce data that is not just based on facts and figures but data that can be categorised, analised and interpreted that has validity in its findings and can be informative in its use and reflect the research is aims and objectives. 

Watkins (2012) Supports the use of mixed mythology to gather data and states that 

“quantitative methods is important. However, when quantitative methods are used
alone, or used to acquire more depth about a topic, they are not sufficient. To get the complete picture, it is important to understand and be able to conduct qualitative research—research that traditionally does not include numbers and statistical figures, or “count” data.” (Watkins, 2012)

McKim (2016) adds that ‘Another value of mixed methods is the integration component. Integration gives readers more confidence in the results and the conclusions they draw from the study’

To ensure the integrity of the research before the questionnaire is launched and shared on social media it needs to be piloted. By piloting the study the researcher can attempt to 
evaluate feasibility, response rate, time and cost of the study. It also gives the researcher the opportunity to receive feedback on the research and the research methodology such as the design, content and quality of the questionnaire. By analyzing data from the piloted questionnaires, the researcher can also identify if the wording of the questions are understood by the participants and resulting in answers that meet the research objectives. 

Hassan, Mazza and Schattner (2006) States that researcher’s should not dismiss or omit piloting their study, by doing so they risk the overall feasibility of their research project and conclude that a pilot study is necessary and useful in providing the groundwork in a research projects.
The British Educational Research Association supports the piloting the research and its methodology and states that untested questionnaires can lead to measurement error and unnecessary burden for the participant (Wyse et al., 2017).  

It is difficult to estimate the response rate of an online-circulated questionnaire, surveygizmo (2019) suggests response rates can vary greatly between 2% and 85% factors that affect response rate include the participant’s motivation such as rewards for taking part and whether the survey is well executed. Saleh and Bista (2017) state that online questionnaires are increasingly receiving less and less responses and the researcher needs to be aware that to maximize the questionnaire potential that the questions need to be relevant, the questionnaire not to long and the introduction be captivating.  However, When considering the sample size of the pilot it is important to consider the expected response rate of the main research itself as according to Connelly (2008), a pilot study sample should be 10% of the expected research sample. Whereas Isaac and Michael (1995) suggested ten to thirty participants in the sample should be sufficient Hill (1998) supports this approximation and suggested that ten to thirty samples in a survey based research is sufficient. 

Conducting the research ethically is important not only for the research proposal to be considered for consent but to also protect the participants, the institute and the researcher. With conducting the research online and anonymously, it is difficult to determine how the questions could have affected the participants.  This is something that could be looked into at the end of the pilot. However, as each participant is unique what may affect one may not affect the other. To safeguard the participants at the end of the survey there will be links to external organizations such as Mind.org and the NSPCC to encourage participants to seek help and support if effected by any of the topics covered in the questionnaire. 

To conclude, Although the research may use mixed methodology to gather and categories the data it is of a qualitative nature and at the end of the research study the collected data will be analised, categorised and interpreted to form a conceptualisation of how parents think social media effect their child’s wellbeing and why they think it effects them in this way with an aim to understand their reasons for thinking this. This information can then be used to inform the development of strategies to support children and families that may be effected negatively by the use of social media. 



	‘








Reference List 

The statistics portal, (2019) Number of social media users worldwide 2010-2021. Available at https://www.statista.com/statistics/278414/number-of-worldwide-social-network-users/  
Accessed: 06/01/2019

Facebook, (2019) How do I report a child under the age of 13? Available at https://www.facebook.com/help/157793540954833                                                                       Accessed: 06/01/2019

Parentinfo, (2018) WhatsApp: a guide for parents and carers. Available at https://parentinfo.org/article/whatsapp-a-guide-for-parents-and-carers                                     Accessed: 06/01/2019

The childrens society (2017). Good childhood report. [online] University of York. Available at: https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/the-good-childhood-report-2017_full-report_0.pdf                                                                                                                                                  Accessed 9/01/2019

The childrens society (2017) understanding childhoods: growing up in hard times. [online] University of york. Available at: https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/understanding-childhoods-report-2017.pdf                                                                                                                                                    Accessed 9/01/ 2019

Gray, p. (2019). The Decline of Play and Rise in Children's Mental Disorders. [online] Psychology Today. Available at: https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/freedom-learn/201001/the-decline-play-and-rise-in-childrens-mental-disorders                                                                            Accessed 9/01/2019

Statista. (2019) Facebook users worldwide 2018 [online] Available at: https://www.statista.com/statistics/264810/number-of-monthly-active-facebook-users-worldwide/                                                                                                                                                   Accessed 12/01/2019
Lavrakas, P. J. (2008). Encyclopedia of survey research methods Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc. 

McKim, C. (2016). The Value of Mixed Methods Research. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 11(2), pp.202-222.

Mental Health Foundation. (2019). What new statistics show about children's mental health. [online] Available at: https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/blog/what-new-statistics-show-about-childrens-mental-health                                                                                                                          Accessed 22/07/2019

Papyrus-uk.org. (2019). [online] Available at: https://papyrus-uk.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/papyrus_news___november_2017.pdf                                                              Accessed 22/07/2019

Twigge, M. (2019). 3 Benefits of Anonymity: Why Online Sharing is Good for Research. [online] Blog.flexmr.net. Available at: https://blog.flexmr.net/anonymity-sharing-research                          Accessed 23/07/2019

Watkins, D. (2012). Qualitative Research. Health Promotion Practice, 13(2), pp.153-158.

Connelly, L. M. (2008). Pilot studies. Medsurg Nursing, 17(6), 411-2.

Hill, R. (1998). What sample size is “enough” in internet survey research? Interpersonal Computing and Technology: An Electronic Journal for the 21st Century, 6(3-4).

Isaac, S., & Michael, W. B. (1995). Handbook in research and evaluation. San Diego, CA: Educational and Industrial Testing Services.

Reeves, T. &. H. J., 2003. Interactive Learning Systems Evaluation, Educational Technology Publications. New Jersey: s.n.
Walsham, G., 1993. Interpreting Information Systems in Organizations.. Chichester: Wiley.

Willis, J., 1995. A recursive, reflective instructional design model based on constructivist interpretivist theory. Educational Technology, 35(6), pp. 5-23.

Hassan, Z., Mazza, D. and Schattner,, P. (2006). Doing A Pilot Study: Why Is It Essential?. [online] PubMed Central (PMC). Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4453116/                                                            Accessed 24/07/2019

Wyse, D., Selwyn, N., Smith, E. and Suter, L. (2017). The BERA/SAGE handbook of educational research. Los Angeles: SAGE.

Thompson, K. (2019). Positivism and Interpretivism in Social Research. 

[online] ReviseSociology. Available at: https://revisesociology.com/2015/05/18/positivism-interpretivism-sociology/                                                                                                                          Accessed 25 Jul. 2019

Saleh, A. and Bista, K. (2017). Examining Factors Impacting Online Survey Response Rates in Educational Research: Perceptions of Graduate Students. Journal of multidisciplinary evaluation, 13(29), pp.63-71.

