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The Influence of Social Media on Contemporary Representations of Families

[bookmark: _Hlk181712494]In the 21st century, the use of social media has arguably become ‘the most common activity of today’s children and adolescents’ (O’Keeffe, Clarke-Pearson and Council on Communications and Media, 2011, np), to the point where in contemporary society, it has ‘fundamentally transformed how humans spend their time’ (Orben et al., 2022, np). Social media can be defined as any website or app that allows social interaction (O’Keeffe, Clarke-Pearson and Council on Communications and Media, 2011, np). This assignment aims to explore how social media has influenced current representations of family within society (Procentese, Gatti and Napoli, 2019, np). This will be done by comparing four different images which represent families within the 21st century. Image 1 shows a portrayal of a nuclear family (The Canoe Club, 2019), which can be defined as two heterosexual parents and their children (Bansal, et al., 2014, p. 641). However, Image 2 shows a family that are glued to their smartphones (ollyy, 2024), which has become a common representation of families as the 21st century has progressed (Procentese, Gatti and Napoli, 2019, np). Image C shows the a family potentially talking to long distance friends or family online (The University of North Texas Health Science Center at Fort Worth, 2020), which shows the positives that social media can bring for families in terms of keeping relationships with family members that live far away (Coyne, Padilla-Walker and Day, 2014, np) and lastly, Image D shows how social media use by adults can result in the neglect of young children (iStockphoto, 2018; Vossen et al., 2024, np). These images will now be compared in detail below so that the ways in which social media has influenced contemporary representation of society is explored (Bansal, et al., 2014, p. 641; ollyy, 2024; The University of North Texas Health Science Center at Fort Worth, 2020; iStockphoto, 2018).

When analysing Image 1 in further detail, it is clear to see that this is a positive family environment, with the adults of the family engaging with the children by playing (The Canoe Club, 2019). According to Whitebread (2012, pp. 3-4), play for children is crucial in order to support ‘healthy, intellectual and social development in young children’ (Whitebread, 2012, p. 4), to the point where the United Nations has established that all children have a human right to play and leisure so that they are able to participate in cultural life (Unicef, 2022, p. 10). As the 21st century has progressed, the ways in which children play, and the ways in which their families play with them, have changed significantly with the rise of technology and how it has been embedded into children’s toys (Slutsky and DeShetler, 2016, np). In addition to this, there is evidence to suggest that children as young as pre-school age are gaining access to parents’ phones and electronic devices (Slutsky and Deshetler, 2016, np). This could prove to be detrimental to the health of children, as new research is starting to be produced which argues that the overuse of technology is being linked to ill-being in children, as some children who have overused technology have displayed some ‘physical, behavioural attentional and psychological issues’ (Gottschalk, 2019, p. 11). This has also been reflected in policy, for example in Australia, the use of mobile phones by children, particularly in schools, has been ‘demonized’ (Campbell et al., 2024, np). In the UK, recent guidance published by the previous Conservative government has requested that schools should prohibit students from using mobile phones during the school day (Department for Education, 2024, p. 6). The reason being that mobile phones ‘risk unnecessary distraction, disruption and diversion’ (Department for Education, 2024, p. 3). In practice, this can be an effective policy, as bullying has been reduced in schools that have implemented similar policies and children have been less distracted from receiving notifications from social media on their phones (Beneito and Vicente-Chirivella, 2020, p. 4). However, this could prove to be difficult to enforce, as children are able to sign up too many social media sites such as Facebook from as young as 13 in most regions around the world (Meta, 2024, np) and there is evidence to suggest that parents are worried about the sharp rise of children using social media in the 21st century, with many families trying to enforce rules to limit the amount of time that children are spending on social media (Hiniker, Schoenebeck and Kientz, 2016, p. 1376). However, many parents have struggled to enforce these rules, largely because technology, and social media through it, has become a significant part of many children’s lives (Hiniker, Schoenebeck and Kientz, 2016, p. 1376). In addition, many parents are also struggling with social media use themselves and are often not able to stick to the rules that they set for themselves or their children surrounding the issue of social media (Hiniker, Schoenebeck and Kientz, 2016, p. 1376), and this can result in the family that is portrayed in Image 2 (ollyy, 2024; Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351). 
According to Chasanah and Kilis (2018, p. 351), the portrayal of the family that can be seen in Image 2 (ollyy, 2024) has become more representative of the family in the 21st century as technology has progressed. This portrayal can be referred to as a family that is ‘together but alone’ (Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351), as even though the family might physically be together, they are not communicating with each other and are often instead on social media communicating with others, which means that there is very little quality time that this family is spending together (Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351). Research by Chatzitheochari and Mullan (2019, np) supports this, as they found that despite children and parents spending more time with each other in the year 2015 compared to the year 2000, both children and parents spent ‘around 90 minutes’ (Chatzitheochari and Mullan, 2019, np) on their mobile phones when both children and parents were physically spending time together. Because of this, children are reporting that they feel more alone, compared to children in the year 2000 (Chatzitheochari and Mullan, 2019, np). This is significant because the play and fun that the children are receiving and that is being portrayed by the representation of a family in image 1 (The Canoe Club, 2019; Whitebread, 2012, pp. 3-4), is not being received by the children being represented in Image 2 (Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351). This lack of play and attention being portrayed in Image 2 goes against the UN Rights of the Child (ollyy, 2024; Unicef, 2022, p. 10), and the loneliness that children from this representation of the family are suffering with can cause significant damage to their mental health (Junttila and Vauras, 2009, p. 211). Children who suffer from loneliness are more likely to become even more addicted to social media, which can increase the likelihood of issues such as obesity due to a decrease in physical activity (Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351). Additionally, being consumed by social media, or smartphones in general, can cause individuals to become distracted by the everyday tasks that life sets individuals to achieve, and it affects social skills, due to the inability of an individual to observe physical postures and gestures as well as nonverbal communication (Montag and Walla, 2016, np). Montag and Walla (2016, np) also argue that these forms of communication that have been built over billions of years and before the 21st century, are what makes individuals human, and to lose these social skills due to an overuse of technology results in individuals losing what it is to be a human (Montag and Walla, 2016, np). Furthermore, the family being represented in Image 2 (ollyy, 2024) arguably won’t be as productive in life when compared to the family being represented in Image 1 (The Canoe Club, 2019; Montag and Walla, 2016, np). For instance, the family in Image 2 (ollyy, 2024) are completely distracted by their smartphones (Montag and Walla, 2016, np) because social media apps, whether that be WhatsApp or emailing apps, are overloading individual brains with information that some individuals will feel must be taken in every minute of the day (Montag and Walla, 2016, np). This can result in families such as the one in Image 2 (ollyy, 2024) forgetting what real, as social media echo chambers are able to significantly affect the minds of addicted social media users, by pushing fake and impartial news which in turn can prevent individuals who have consumed this information from making ‘informed decisions’ (Lyn, 2024, p. 8). This content can greatly affect mental health and cause unhappiness, which the family in Image 1 is less likely to be suffering with due to spending less time on social media and living more healthy lifestyles (Lyn, 2024, p. 14; The Canoe Club, 2019). This assignment will now move on to explore the representation of the family in Image 3 (The University of North Texas Health Science Center at Fort Worth, 2020). 
When analysing Image 3 in further depth, it is clear to see that Image 3 is representing a family that is using modern technology to communicate to others, which is done using social media (The University of North Texas Health Science Center at Fort Worth, 2020; Williams and Merten, 2011, np). Due to the increasing availability of social media on mobile phones, there is evidence to suggest that social media is allowing families to be able to communicate when apart from each other and be able to virtually spend time together as a family (Williams and Merten, 2011, np). For example, couples are able to use social media to be romantic with each other and display affection, without being together physically, and children and adults are able to communicate in ways such as video calling on social media platforms, and in effect spend the shared time together that is being represented by the family in Image 1, despite not being physically together (The Canoe Club, 2019; Williams and Merten, 2011, np). This is expanded upon by Padilla-Walker, Coyne and Fraser (2012, np), who suggest that the leisure activities that were done by families before the 21st century and by the family represented in Image 1 (The Canoe Club, 2019) can still be done with the utilisation of social media (Padilla-Walker, Coyne and Fraser, 2012, np). For example, families can play interactive and online video games together and sharing interest in online media together (Padilla-Walker, Coyne and Fraser, 2012, np). When exploring the ability to play video games together as a family, Padilla-Walker, Coyne and Fraser (2012, np) argues that this brings parents and children closer together due to the shared reality that video games can create for players (Padilla-Walker, Coyne and Fraser, 2012, np). However, Hamouda, et al. (2020, p. S453) argues against this, and suggests that video games can be unsafe for children and can affect the relationships that families have. For example, video games have been found to heighten some mental health problems in children, particularly surrounding anxiety (Hamouda, et al., 2020, p. S453). Lerida-Ayala, et al. (2022, np) agrees with this, and suggests that excessive use of video games by children can cause mental disorders, and it is linked to increased senses of loneliness and low-self-esteem, and it can in turn, cause children to become socially isolated from both their friends and families (Lerida-Ayala, et al., 2022, np). This can result in the creation of a family which is represented in Image 2 (ollyy, 2024), where communication between family members has broken down (Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351). The damage that video games can cause is starting to be reflected in policy, particularly in the UK (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2024, np). For example, the Online Safety Act 2023 has been introduced with the aim of protecting individuals online, and it imposes that social media companies must take more responsibility for the safety of individuals (Online Safety Act 2023). This includes the use of online video games, which is a form of social media as it is allows for user-to-user interaction (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2024, np). This act will force video game companies that make video games that offer user to user interaction to prevent content that is harmful, particularly for children, to be accessed from the game (Online Safety Act 2023; ukie, 2022, np). In practice, while this will undoubtably help to protect children who play online video games (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2024, np), it does not help to prevent children from becoming addicted to video games which are both offline and online (Lerida-Ayala, et al., 2022, np). This shows that more needs to be done to improve the relationship that children have with video games (Lerida-Ayala, et al., 2022, np) and in turn, how it effects their relationships with their family members (Hamouda, et al., 2020, p. S453). However, Image 4 (iStockphoto, 2018), will now explore how the usage of social media and user to user interactive content can break down family communication and relationships (Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351).
Image 4 (iStockphoto, 2018) represents a contemporary family that has become addicted to social media, in a similar way to the family that is represented in Image 2 (Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351; ollyy, 2024). However, Image 3 (iStockphoto, 2018) represents the effect that the social media addiction of parents has on children (Kanbul, et al., 2019, p. 189). Kanbul et al. (2019. p. 188) found that a majority of parents are active on social media and that many parents below the age of 40 are displaying signs of social media addiction, which can in turn can have negative effects on the children of the family, who can grow up to imitate the behaviour of their parents and become addicted to social media themselves (Kanbul, et al., 2019, p. 189). Demers, White-Gosselin and Poulin et al. (2024, np) agrees by suggesting that parents who use social media themselves and do not set rules around it for their children can often cause conflict within the family as the child ages and can become addicted to social media themselves (Demers, White-Gosselin and Poulin et al., 2024, np). This can result in a family that spends time ‘together but alone’ (Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351) much like the family in Image 2 (ollyy, 2024), which can have severe repercussions for the children in the family (Junttila and Vauras, 2009, p. 211), due to the rights that the child has surrounding play potentially not being met (Unicef, 2022, p. 10), unlike the family in Image 1 (The Canoe Club, 2019). 
In Conclusion, it is clear to see that social media has influenced representations of family in the 21st century both positively (Williams and Merten, 2011, np) and negatively (Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351). For example, there is a lot of potential for social media to improve family relations and help with communication, which can be seen by the family represented in Image 3 (Williams and Merten, 2011, np; The University of North Texas Health Science Center at Fort Worth, 2020). These relationships can also be improved by engaging in interactive content together as a family that can be a form of social media, such as online video games (Padilla-Walker, Coyne and Fraser, 2012, np). This can give the sense of play to children in contemporary society that is being represented by the family in Image 1 (Whitebread, 2012, pp. 3-4; The Canoe Club, 2019). However, it is clear to see that social media can become addictive (Chasanah and Kilis, 2018, p. 351), with this being represented by the family in Image 2 (ollyy, 2024) and the parents in Image 4 (iStockphoto, 2018), which can have significant physical and mental implications for individuals and families (Kanbul, et al., 2019, p. 189; Montag and Walla, 2016, np). In the UK, measures have been introduced at policy level to at least try and limit the harmful content that children could be exposed to on social media (Online Safety Act 2023), which will help (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2024, np), but it is not enough, and more needs to be done at a policy level to prevent social media addiction in families (Lerida-Ayala, et al., 2022, np), so that children are able to keep the right they have to play and flourish (Unicef, 2022, p. 10).
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[image: A group of people sitting on a couch
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(The Canoe Club, 2019)
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[image: a family with smartphone]
(ollyy, 2024)
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[image: Family On Social Media]
(The University of North Texas Health Science Center at Fort Worth, 2020)
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[image: We need to interact with other people to develop into healthy human beings. Overuse of these devices in the home interferes with this crucial early learning. Photograph: iStockphoto]
(iStockphoto, 2018)
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