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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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Social media and the modern family.

The proliferation of accessible information on the internet has been fast moving and ceaseless since the global public could access it, Tariq., Saez., and Khan, (2022, p.816) citing Carr and Hayes, (2015). This has had a detrimental impact on the social perception of families, Gawronska and Sikorska, (2024) and can be seen when using Family Systems Theory, where a family is viewed as a moving system of interrelated and connected parts, Long, (2018)., Watson, (2012). Applying this to the context of social media can highlight how issues arising from social media can move through the system of the family, causing problems not only for the initial user but the family as a whole, Singh, (2023)., Porcentese., Gatti., and Di Napoli, (2019). A further issue within social media and familial impact is addiction, D'Arienzo., Boursier., and Griffiths (2019). This addiction affects multiple age ranges differently, Bloemen., and De Conick, (2020). It can also impact social communication within and without the home, Ha and Whittaker, (2017), in the modern context, a family is still a unit or group of people, Turner and West, (2014, p.10) with many variations existing, nuclear, Murdock, (1965) or non-nuclear, mixed, related and un-related, HRSA, (2023).
This is illustrated by Images One through Four (Appendix:1,2,3,4). The consistent theme in them all is the group dynamic. All have variable numbers, as the four images show, gender dynamics, sexuality preferences, seen within Images One, Two, and Three (Appendix:1,2,3) and parental numbers, as shown in Image Four (Appendix:4). However, the key aspect of the family is it is a group reliant on each other in shifting degrees, this is illustrated by The Family Systems Theory, McGinnis and Wright, (2023).
In displaying photographs of familial, personal and professional lives, private and public moments, in effort to maintain or increase our sense of inclusion and prominent social relationships, as Shannon (2022) postulates. This stance is reinforced by Salminen et al (2018). They examined the impact of images in online profiles and how they can increase or decrease affective knowledge gained, Arriagada and Ibanez, (2020)., Saiphoo and Vahedi, (2019).
The faceless voice that social media grants a person, Rainie, et al, (2013) has given rise to positive and negative commentary, Rao, David, and Kalyani, (2022), with a bias toward the negative, Stepney and Lally, (2024)., Olan et al, (2022)., Dennis, Galletta and Webster, (2021)., Elsayed, (2021)., Gupta., and Dsilva, (2020)., Buchanan, (2020). The free nature of social media allows many to appear as they wish, which can be seen through Images One through Four, (Appendix:1,2,3,4) to show the world what they want it to see as opposed to actual situations or events that transpired.
Reported media, however, can over sensationalise, skewing the lens of perception to achieve the most reactive outcome and thus generate the most significant story, Dempster., Sutherland and Keogh, (2022), Ottwell, et al, (2021). This is how many people use social media when showing the world their self-made life, Thimm, (2023) and Ed Sheeran, who posits that social media is a false image and a presentation oppositional to reality (Brandon From ILETD, 2022).
Image One (Appendix:1) shows an idealised snapshot of what the photographer or family wants to be seen, Li and Xie, (2020). Everyone is smiling, and happy in their task of making breakfast, Wernholm and Reneland-Forsman, (2019), but it tells nothing of the problems within their home, of the stresses of parents and even less of the public perception of their same sex, non-nuclear, family. However, when this image is set against Images Two, Three and Four, (Appendix:2,3,4) it can be seen that the structure of the image is in direct opposition to the other three. The central action of food making is the key focus, with all three participants taking part in the active process. In contrast, in Image Two (Appendix:2), the central focus is the fathers surrounding their adoptive daughter, with the child being the focal point. The active angle and gaze of both parents draws the viewer toward the child. Moreover, in further observation, this focus also ties to a key similarity within Image One (Appendix:1) the balancing of the image is two parental figures to one child, with the child being centralised to the image and the object of attention for both parents. Yet both images serve as gender reversed mirrors, with two mothers in Image One (Appendix:1) and two fathers in Image Two (Appendix:2) and the children again being gender swapped. The same gender bias appears in Image Four (Appendix:4) with a male adult and female child, yet with Image Three (Appendix:3), the gendered balancing stands equal, as the only image to show a wholly recognised nuclear family unit of mother and father and representational son and daughter. However, it can be surmised that a key similarity across Images One through Three (Appendix:1,2,3) is adoption, leaving Image Four (Appendix:4) as a stand-alone outlier, with the father in Image Four (Appendix:4) being the only single parent represented. Although, as previously established, all four images present a unified perfect moment, constructed to be picture perfect and present a possibly false representation of life that the people or photographer/family wishes the viewer to see and not what could be happening behind closed doors away from public view.
Social media and the image itself display the idealised perfect moment, but it is a single image portraying happiness, Freitas, (2017) states that “One must always appear attractive, happy and clever” Freitas, (2017, p10). This is supported by Agrawal., and Agrawal, (2021), who studied the levels of image editing for perfect appearance across social media.
In a public forum, many opinions would be vested against the family and photograph, Mao., Xu and Kim, (2023) with a bias to false accusation, Galletta Horner, et al, (2023). This could include commentary on their family makeup, the possible religious standings of the parents, their dynamic, parental sexuality, Reed, (2018), and the lack of participatory autonomy on the part of the child. It would all be open for dissection and opinion, Chan., Cheung., and Lee (2021), with hate speech hidden behind free speech Matamoros-Fernandez and Frakas, (2020). This could have a direct impact on the family function, Williams and Merten, (2011) and mental health, Karim, et al, (2020) or child development, O’Keeffe and Clarke-Pearson, (2011).
The same critical stance can be taken with Image Two, (Appendix:2) like Image One (Appendix:1) it is beholden to the photographer/family and the story they wish to convey, a perfect image encapsulating the two fathers with their daughter, a possibly semi-false representation of their lives, Kanade., and Lasurkar, (2024)., Ghanem., Rosso., and Rangel. (2020). The gendered bias within the photograph is highly male dominated, with the key focus being their adopted daughter, the image insinuating that she is the centre of their "world". It is an encapsulated moment designed to elicit positive emotion in the viewer and engender a sense of love or protection, seen in Image One (Appendix:1) with the parents set to either side of their son. however, unlike in Image Two (Appendix:2), the possibility of biological relation to the child is present, whereas in Image Two (Appendix:2) the photographer explicitly states the child is adopted. This is a possible linking theme between Images Two and Three, (Appendix:2,3) with the daughter of Asian descent, unlike the older male child, mother or father present. However, the gender similarity carries to Image Four (Appendix:4) with the father having a daughter. Once more, though, the image is an idealised moment, with no negative bias inherent to the image, both parents holding multiple points of contact with the early years daughter and giving an impression of implicit adoration. This adoring gaze is something that is not present in Image Three (Appendix:3). However, it is suggested or present within Images One and Four (Appendix:1,4) where there is a clear bias toward socialised interaction, unlike Image Three (Appendix:3), which is a portrayed image of the family in totality. What is not shown is the outside story of the fathers, the perception the world has of them, how they feel daily, and the struggles they faced and face as adoptive parents, Gamez-Guadix., and Incera, (2021), Devito, et al, (2018)., Jennings, et al, (2014)., Averett, Nalavany and Ryan, (2009).
The image also opens them up to the hatred that often affects the LGBTQIA+ community through social media, Elipe., Munoz., and Del Rey, (2017), trolling parents for being gay, Alichie, (2022)., Pascoe., and Diefendorf, (2019)., Chakravarthi, (2024) and how being gay will somehow affect their daughter’s development. However, homophobic statements and trolling are on the decline, as postulated by Cleland., Magrath., and Kian (2016). The inherent anonymity of social media with disposable accounts also robs people of legal retribution, Khaled, et al, (2018), Caruccio., Desiato., Polese, (2018). While it would be possible to know who posted the images, the commentators could hide behind disposable accounts, allowing for constant abuse, Singh, et al, (2018).
Image Three (Appendix:3), as with one and two, is an idealised glimpse into the family dynamic, all of them following the markers of The Family Systems Theory, playing a role in building the perception of a happy family, all smiling, leaning in to draw in the viewer. As established, the images have an inherent bias, Wang., and Li, (2015), one towards the illusion of a perfect moment, although it could be exactly that, it does not remove the possibility of intentional bias. This bias is implied through the image's momentary capture and absence of indicators of strife. The clean clothing and straight toothed white smiles show a literal picture-perfect moment, which is not found in reality unless one lives within an affluent household. It presents as false as an example of a generalised nuclear family of the assumed working class. Still, when taken into the context of the social media presentable perfect idea of a family, Qian., and Hu, (2024), it fits within the assumed paradigm as a possibly perfect nuclear family unit, a stance missing within all three of the other images. The previous images were skewed to non-nuclear couples or families, be they lesbian or gay parents, seen within Images One and Two (Appendix:1,2) or single parents, as is seen in Image Four (Appendix:4). The presentation within Image Three (Appendix:3) is of the family collective, the husband positioned opposite to the wife, bracketing both children from positions of dominance, Ward and Grower, (2020). The older male child is positioned in subordination to the father, but in a possible male dominance bias position to the mother and sister, unlike Image One (Appendix:1), where both female members are positioned as dominant over the only male present. However, in Image Three (Appendix:3), the daughter/sister role is positioned and presented as inclusive but submissive to all other family members, and whom, if ethnicity bias is to be followed, is most likely adopted as is the daughter shown within Image Two (Appendix:2). Although this adoptive stance of the daughter in Image Three (Appendix:3) is an assumption on the part of the viewer as no confirmation or denial of precedent is given. This normative bias is missing from the other three images. However, the normative bias could be assumed with Image Four (Appendix:4). The image comes under strict scrutiny, not always positive, when displayed through social media platforms. While many would positively support the diversification present with the image, many comments could be read as examples of critical race theory, Mills, et al, (2018), when the general public voice their personal views of the makeup of the family, Castano-Pulgarin, et al, (2021) and Matthew, et al, (2019) once more hiding behind the anonymity of disposable social media accounts. This could be directed toward the children as well as the parents, criticising the possibly adopted child(ren), their skin colour or ethnicity, Carney, (2016), or their weight and health, Jarman, et al. (2021). This can reflect public and social influences on the digital landscape and varies from country to country.
The impact of cultural bias on social media interactions can lead to possible miscommunication. Not all negative interactions are intentional and can instead be the product of cultural misunderstanding, Marin, (2022). This misapprehension can also occur within the home if the father or mother is not native to their partner's home country; a level of cultural clashing can occur that would not be seen within social media unless directly referenced.
Image Four (Appendix:4) like One, Two and Three, is an idealised father daughter moment. One that could be seen as an antithesis to the preceding three images. Where all three previous images present an idealised unit of at minimum three people, Image Four (Appendix:4) is the only single parent unit shown. The nature of it breaks stereotyped notions of absentee fathers or broken homes associated with the black community, Wambu, (2024), Rambert, (2021), Gupta., Featherstone, (2015). There is no implied dominance in participant positioning. The prevalent social media enforced perfect moment bias is still present, giving a sense of falseness to the image.
The image shows a black father and daughter and encourages early years education, a theme not present in Images Two or Three (Appendix:2,3) but can be seen in Image One (appendix:1) through the instructional setting around making breakfast.
The father is very much present and engaged with his daughter; this sense of engagement is lacking in Images Two and Three (Appendix:2,3), although the infant status of the adopted daughter in Image Two (Appendix:2) does taint that assumption. Within social media and public social settings, there is the unfortunate precedent of absentee parents, with a strong male bias within it, and it can be inferred that this image breaks that trend. Assumptions about the mother's status could also be seen within social media sphere, although this could be seen as false information, Guo, et al, (2020) and an opening for trolling in both racial and cultural inference, AO., and Mak, (2021) as there are no indicators within the image to categorically state where the mother of the child is or is not.
These same assumptions impact all images (Appendix: 1,2,3,4). Social media assumes the best and worst of them collectively, allowing freedom of expression that skews to the extremes of positive and negative biases as well as more centralised or normative opinions.
This impacts families both positively and detrimentally, Venegas-Vera, et al., (2020). Children can be subjected to socialised ridicule or abuse, and parents and guardians can be harassed or abused across multiple platforms, all of it hidden behind social media's free expression and anonymity. Not all social media is skewed to the vitriolic; it must be acknowledged that a level of positive impact is seen, Abbas, et al, (2021). This has come from the change in societal perceptions around many areas, such as race, gender and sexuality. Social media also opens up the world to the differently able; young people and children with life-limiting neurodiversity can utilise it for communication and interaction with a world they could have possibly been separated from. Families worldwide can communicate more effectively and frequently with each other, enabling the elderly or continentally divided members to be included in familial milestones such as births and weddings.
The positive and negative impact on the family landscape will continue to be a defining issue within social media, and as demonstrated, it is a precarious balance that is easily tipped in each direction; it is only through careful moderation and crafted content that families can navigate it with reasonable safety. However, this curation of insight and posting also spawns some of the issues they try to avoid, making social media a very complex issue within the family context.








[bookmark: _Toc180857002]Appendix 1 (Image 1)

[image: A person and a child in the kitchen

Description automatically generated]
Peopleimages(2024) Breakfast child and gay family in home kitchen cooking for learning development and love. Adoption lesbian or lgbtq women or parents and a happy young kid together for cereal or food with help – stock photo 35683951. Available at: https://stockagency.panthermedia.net/m/stock-photos/35683951/breakfast-child-and-gay-family/ (Accessed: 15 November 2024)
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[image: A group of men lying on a bed with a baby

Description automatically generated]

Drazen_ (2021) Gay Couple adopted baby girl and enjoying the parenthood. Available at: https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/homosexual-couple-enjoying-time-at-home-with-adopted-baby-gm1302851203-394473148?searchscope=image%2Cfilm(Accessed: 15 November 2024)
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[image: A person and children posing for a picture

Description automatically generated]
Monkey Business images (2024)Portrait of a Multi-Racial Family Standing in Garden Smiling at Camera. Available at: https://www.dreamstime.com/portrait-multi-racial-family-standing-garden-smiling-camera-image289592229(Accessed: 15 November 2024)
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Zinkevych, D. (2022) Happy child learning to read assisted by her parent. Available at: https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/happy-child-learning-read-assisted-by-2227454075(Accessed: 15 November 2024)
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