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Introduction


You shall not covet your neighbour’s house. You shall not covet your neighbour’s wife, or his male or female servant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbour.


— EXODUS 20:17


Do you ever obsess about your body? Lament your belly size and lack of thigh – or even leg – gap? Do you sometimes lie awake at night, spinning about the state of your career? Is it perhaps a feeling that everyone else seems to go on endless holidays and live in perfect houses that you could never afford, filled with perfect décor and perfect, perfect children? Doesn’t it just seem like everyone is living a life that’s better than yours? Have you ever felt something like that? Because I definitely have, and the truth is that there’s a major cause of this holistic life dissatisfaction.


Mention social media to any group of women – mums on the school run, girls in the common room or professionals at after-work drinks – and you’ll hear the same thing: “I wish I could stop scrolling.” Since its early infancy in the 1990s, social media has become part of the furniture, spanning all generations and all walks of life. It’s estimated that 2.77 billion of us will be using social media by the end of 2019. As with radio and TV before, we’ve welcomed these platforms into our homes, our workplaces and public spaces, ushering in a new era of community and social structures without much thought. As new social media applications have boomed hand in hand with the mobile phone explosion – 95 per cent of Americans own a phone and 77 per cent carry a smartphone – we have seen a complete and utter revolution in the way we consume news, products and, most importantly, each other. We did not wait or even pause momentarily to survey the fallout from such a significant shift; there’s been no clear post-mortem on the long-term impacts of social media exposure from either the medical or academic professions. It’s all too recent, too fresh and too pervasive. Yet, we’re already at a point where unplugging from the system seems unthinkable for most. One thing’s for sure: what has been done cannot be undone – the proverbial milk has been spilt and social media is now part of the fabric of modern life.


Offering opportunity, discovery and the chance to forge new relationships in one hand, and self-criticism, alienation and potential mental-health crises in the other, social media is a double-edged sword which cuts deeply both ways. And, while there’s been plenty of cultural anxiety around the use of social media, research has been too mixed and limited to convincingly persuade the majority of us to actually alter our patterns of behaviour.


Humans have always struggled with too much technological change in too short a time, and we’re currently stuck between a rock of headlines screaming loudly to predict digital doomsday and a hard place of inconclusive research which divides expert opinion. After all, there are countless studies which have established that social media has changed our lives as much for the better as for the worse.


It’s worth remembering that, before social media, it was the internet that was considered the scourge of modern life. This new technology was supposed to herald the end of life as we knew it, causing isolation, alienation and the withdrawal of the next generation from the community and themselves. While it has certainly made an indelible impact, the internet has not, thus far, marked the death knell for the human race. Over time, government legislation has started to curb some of its worst (though by no means all) excesses, and school protocols and internet safety awareness have gone some way to protect the youngest from the world wide web’s deepest cesspools. Simply put, we have come to understand that the internet offers both good and bad. Before the internet came along, it was television that was rotting children’s brains, while computer games were desensitizing them to violence… No matter what the technology, change always comes with fear, and advancement with pitfalls. There is no such thing as perfect technology because it is us, fallible humans, who use it. But we mustn’t forget that we’re also the ones at the controls.


Like most forms of media or technology, it’s easy to argue that the new social media platforms are more a mirror to a complex human psyche than fundamentally destructive. However, the idea that the new technology is entirely neutral is slowly being undermined, often by whistle-blowers from within the now multi-billion-dollar social media companies. Tech insiders have revealed the way programmers have exploited our brain’s natural reward system to hook us to our feeds – what some call “brain hacking”. And our compulsive need to stay engaged has so penetrated our lives that billions of us around the world are suffering from “nomophobia” – a dread of being separated from our phones and accounts, even for a few hours. Consequently, our lives have changed entirely, with far-reaching implications in how we build relationships, value ourselves and map out our life expectations. Whether the new technology has been engineered to manipulate human psychology or not, the ways in which we use it deserve more scrutiny.


It’s a Woman’s World


Tellingly, many of the adverse effects of social media use appear to be inherently gendered. Women make up the majority of audiences across all the visual platforms, notably Instagram and Pinterest, as well as Facebook and Twitter. They also post the most selfies, share more personal issues, log on more frequently and spend more time on social media overall. In the US, women use social media more than men – by a gap of 73 to 65 per cent. As Dr James A Roberts, a professor of marketing and an expert on consumer and technology behaviours, explains: “Women form deeper attachments to their devices than men. They score higher on the behavioural addiction scale, and we’ve found that’s down to the reasons that women use smartphones – unlike men who are still in the main using their phones for traditional purposes like communication, information and entertainment – women often focus their use of technology on maintaining social relationships through social media”.


If we can be certain of anything, it’s that we haven’t properly come to terms with the new world order. Many of us are grappling with the more challenging impacts of social media without any real idea of how to navigate the new waters. Instead, we’re coping alone, consuming social media content from the moment we wake to the instant before we sleep and allowing the worst sides of it to slowly eat away at our self-esteem, sense of identity and happiness.


While privately and among friends, we women may discuss how social media makes us feel, or has changed our perspectives and the way we interact with each other, on a cultural level we’re not openly acknowledging a fistful of issues. We don’t want to sound like Luddites. We don’t want to admit that looking at pictures of other people makes us feel bad about ourselves. We don’t really want anyone else to know how much time we spend scrolling through our feeds. And, of course, underlying this is the desire to avoid anything which might, just might, mean we have to stop scrolling.


The Social Media Rap Sheet


So what proof do we have of the downsides of our collective social media habit? The facts are crystal clear: there’s a barrage of cold and hard research pointing to correlations between social media use and mental health issues spanning anxiety and depression, which will be explored in depth throughout this book. A study in 2016 found that spending just one hour a day on social networks reduces the probability of a teenager being happy by around 14 per cent and that girls are more adversely affected than boys. At its worst, the UK charity NSPCC has gone so far as to blame social media for the dramatic increase in the number of children admitted to hospital for self-harm. There is no wriggle room here – social media is clearly linked to an increase in mental health problems and is depleting our children’s happiness at a deeply worrying rate. Is it any wonder that French schools are planning a total ban of phones from all primary and secondary schools by the end of 2018?


And the concern is not just reserved for girls and young women. This is an undeniable cross-generational crisis, created in the main by the new “norms” presented by social networks. In 2017 more than 80 per cent of women in a UK survey said that Instagram and Facebook “added pressure to be the perfect mum”, while Terri Smith, CEO of Australian perinatal depression helpline PANDA, has spoken about the damage caused by “social media representations of ideal families”. Even when we’ve reached a level of maturity to know that these images can’t be entirely reflective of real life, they can still get to us and undermine our happiness. A recent study reported that mothers who more frequently compared themselves on social media sites had a higher incidence than average of depression, were more likely to feel overloaded in their parental role and less competent as parents – the very last things that any mum juggling responsibilities needs. Women can feel just as inadequate viewing fantasy images of the “mommy glow” with kid-mess-free interiors in the backdrop as teenagers may feel when they see Kim Kardashian’s plumped-up lips.


A 2017 Harvard Business Review report surveyed the academic literature to argue that social media may “detract from face-to-face relationships, reduce investment in meaningful activities, increase sedentary behaviour…and erode self-esteem”. For mums, add in sleep deprivation, increased levels of anxiety, a massive reduction in attention span and, ironically, social isolation, and you’ve got a cocktail of crappy side effects. And those are just for starters.


Even Facebook has begrudgingly accepted that “passive” social media use (more on that later) has a negative impact on both mood and mental health. Citing both academic and internal enquiries, researchers for the social network admitted that, “in general, when people spend a lot of time passively consuming information – reading but not interacting with people – they report feeling worse afterward.” When the world’s biggest social media platform has conceded there’s a problem and tech leaders have admitted they’ve barred their own children from logging on, it’s time to have a calm look at the impact of our edited worlds.


Technology Addicts Anonymous


One of the biggest causes of concern among the parents, educators and care-givers across the world that I interviewed for this book is the amount of time we spend per day on our devices. Today we live on our screens, jumping from laptops to tablets to smartphones, seamlessly switching from games to social media platforms to smartphone apps to webpages. While it’s not only social media that we’re consuming, a 2016 Global Web Index survey of more than fifty thousand global internet users found that the average person has eight social media accounts and spends one hour and fifty-eight minutes a day – or a third of their entire internet time – browsing them. Smartphone and social media use are not synonymous but they are deeply linked, and a compulsion to check one often means a compulsion to check the other.


Drawing from his work on social media and smartphone addiction, Dr Roberts explains: “Generally people are reluctant to think of behaviours as addictions. We’re programmed to believe that we could be addicted to alcohol or drugs, but when it comes to behaviours, we’re certainly resistant to accepting that addiction could apply. With social media and smartphone use, what we’re seeing in many cases certainly fits the definition of behavioural addiction – engaging in behaviour which you know will have negative consequences for both you and the people around you. It doesn’t make logical sense for people to do things that harm them – unless they are addicted. Why else would so many Americans check their social media accounts while driving? Putting themselves and others at risk isn’t in their self-interest, but the truth is they just can’t stop themselves.”


Highlighting the six core components of addiction, Dr Roberts presents a convincing description of the way many of us feel about our phones. “There’s salience (how deeply ingrained is your smartphone in your life), tolerance (are you using your phone more and more? Checking your accounts endlessly?), euphoria (the excitement or anticipation you get just before or after you use your cell phone), conflict (is your phone causing trouble in your life with work or relationships?), withdrawal symptoms (do you panic when you’re separated from your phone?) and relapse (have you tried to cut back and failed?). Relapse is one of the issues that a psychiatrist will go to first – because when you attempt to cut back you have made a clear decision that something is harmful, but if you are unable to stop, you can be pretty sure you’re in an addictive situation.” If you recognize any or all of the above, it’s certainly worth starting to analyse your behaviour.


According to a report released by research firm Dscout in 2016, the typical mobile phone user touches his or her phone 2,617 times a day. For the top 10 per cent of users in the study, increase that to 5,427 touches a day. Data confirmed by Apple themselves indicates that the average user with Touch ID unlocks their phone every 11 minutes, 15 seconds. Most of us will spend a staggering seven years of our lives on our phones. For anyone who might suggest that smartphones’ overuse has been blown out of proportion, I’ll give you just over ten minutes to try to rationalize these mind-blowing figures. If you had to honestly count how often you reach for your device, where do you think you would rate on the scale? Does work get in the way of your phone time? What about your commute? Can you identify with the 75 per cent of other smartphone owners who admit to using their phones on the toilet? Perhaps 11 minutes and 15 seconds actually feels like a pretty long time?


Not only are we conspicuously and compulsively handling our phones, but we also believe them to be of utmost importance to our lives. In 2011, a McCann WorldGroup analysis of the youth market found that 53 per cent of millennials aged 16–22 (at the time) would rather lose their sense of smell than lose access to an item of technology (a phone or a computer). And that was seven years ago. Ask yourself, what would you be prepared to sacrifice in return for your connectivity? Imagine you couldn’t log on to the web, or ever access your phone. What would you give up to get it back?


Forget life; choose your phone


The encroachment that phones have made into our rest time, and the resulting global decline in sleep quality and quantity, is one of the biggest charges against phone use. A 2017 survey by Accel and Qualtics revealed that 79 per cent of millennials keep their phones by or in their bed and over half check their phone in the middle of the night. Elsewhere, 55 per cent of British respondents in a 2015 Deloitte report said they look at their phone within 15 minutes of waking and 28 per cent checked within five minutes before going to sleep every night. The inability to actually switch off isn’t a niche issue. When it starts intruding into your rest time, being connected 24/7 can be incredibly bad for your health. It’s been conclusively proven that the longer your screen time during the day, the worse you sleep at night. And as well as having a massive impact on your quality of life, sleep deprivation has been associated with everything from weight gain to high blood pressure and lower life expectancy. If we’re talking about self-care, no rational person would ever have their phone in their bedroom.


Social media can also erode our ability to be, well, social. Sherry Turkle, a leading professor in the field of the impact of technology on society, has warned of an “empathy gap”, in which young people are unable to develop the social skill of empathy due to their need for constant stimulus and their increasingly distracted family interaction. “These days we find ways around conversation,” she explains in Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age. “We hide from each other even, as we’re constantly connected to each other.” A 2015 poll found that 89 per cent of Americans admitted they took out a phone at their last social encounter and 82 per cent said that they felt the conversation deteriorated after they did so. Research has proven that even a silent phone sitting innocently on the table inhibits conversation. Turkle also relates use of digital technologies to “simulation”, saying that they offer “the illusion of friendship without the demands of intimacy”.


Denial is a powerful force when it comes to social media use, but who hasn’t been guilty of the occasional Saturday night binge on their favourite platform? The issue is how often you personally access your social media accounts and how that usage makes you feel. Even though I’m very conscious of my own use and try to spread the message about the dangers of social media at any opportunity, I’m certainly not immune to the pull of the scroll. More than anything, I can identify with the idea that social media use is a time drain, which takes me away from getting things done. There have been times when I’ve thought, “Right, I need to reduce my consumption of these pictures”, but I’ve never been able to completely disengage, even when I know it’s making me feel bad. One of the reasons we all keep coming back to social media is that we believe there will be a chance it will make us feel better, but in reality, when you’re in a rut, it just makes you feel worse and traps you in a vicious cycle. Just like everyone else, I know it’s time to take a break, but I just don’t seem to be able to unplug.


A Social Me-Dia History


My social media story has been coloured by many factors, including my age and my job background. I remember the first time I ever heard about Facebook, back in March 2006. I was in my final year of university in Edinburgh, writing my dissertation, and suddenly there were these rumours of a new “exclusive” online club called Facebook. In its early days, the site targeted college students, choosing influential kingpins in specific social circles to spread the message – if I remember correctly, the first person who introduced it to me was a guy who put on “nights” at clubs in the city. To join, you needed a university email address, and it definitely felt like something intercollegiate rather than a platform that would soon capture the attention of every mum and her cat. There were plenty of discussions among my group of friends on the positives and negatives of signing up – at the time the cons surrounded issues of privacy and the fact that it was seen as a bit “uncool” to be showing off about what you were doing. How quaint and antiquated that all sounds now. It goes to show how much the world has changed since the advent of social media, or how much social media has changed our world.


I was an immediate convert. Whenever I needed a break from ten thousand words on the relationship between second- and third-wave feminism, I’d log on to Facebook. Soon I started to dread the days when I was in the library and I didn’t have access to the internet (this was the Stone Age – aka the pre Google-on-your-phone era). Offering a brief, but effective, respite from the intense brainwork of my history degree, Facebook soon became one of my favourite pastimes. As an early adopter, I’d often meet people who had never heard of it – or didn’t have an accepted university email address but really wanted to set up an account – so it definitely felt good to be part of the inner circle. In the early days, it felt as though Facebook was a diary of our after-dark escapades, and there were a host of seriously dodgy – and definitely unedited – pictures that were uploaded on to the site. Early messages were written directly on friends’ walls, with invites to events with free or cheap booze seemingly a focus. It was basically “pure” and unfiltered from both a visual and a content point of view – a mix of cute messages and candid pictures taken on BlackBerry cameras. It was only later when I was building my career that I started to be conscious of the impression of myself I was projecting to the outside world and considered vetting the content.


Over time, of course, things changed and moved on. Looking through my timeline images, the shift started when I got a job at Grazia magazine in 2012 (five years after starting my career in fashion) and was instructed by my editor to upgrade to an iPhone and set up an Instagram account. Since then, fewer and fewer of the pictures I’ve posted feature friends or, indeed, any other people, and more and more are images of me on my own in exotic or exclusive places and locations. As my pictures have become more glamorous and aspirational, my interaction with my Facebook community has conversely plummeted and migrated to Instagram. Now I rarely log on to chat to people or even stalk their timelines, as I keep in touch with friends on WhatsApp and use social media as a platform not for socializing but for forming career-related contacts, building a community around causes that I’m passionate about and earning money as an influencer.


There’s no doubt that starting to grow an Instagram audience has had a huge impact on the way I see myself and feel about my life. Initially I felt really reluctant to get involved and I wasn’t comfortable with posting images of myself at all. My partner at the time was anti social media in general and constantly berated me for vanity and self-obsession. Even more troubling was the feeling among fashion-industry insiders that editors were “cheapening” themselves by sharing their personal lives. Again, it’s now hard to believe, but anyone who was serious about a career in fashion journalism in 2012 needed to think carefully about whether or not they were going to “risk” their integrity by uploading pictures of themselves – as that was seen as something that bloggers (still a dirty word back then) did, not journalists on a reputable publication. Peers who had started to get involved were often ridiculed for their posts, and self-promotional content was equated with extreme narcissism. That feeling is still present in certain areas of the industry, but obviously the context has shifted somewhat.


My first handle was @katherine_grazia, which gives you an indication of how important my job role was to my content. The amount of people who thought the magazine title was my surname was concerning, but it provided protection from the “cringe factor”: I was posting as part of my job, not because I thought I looked beautiful or wanted other people to see how wonderful my life was. Basically, it gave me carte blanche to build a following without feeling embarrassed about showing off. For Gen Z and younger millennials, the idea that starting a social media account is anything but a rite of passage may be difficult to grasp, but for older millennials like me, who cut their teeth in the old school yet were expected to adapt to the new technology, there was a lot of hand-wringing involved.


Since then, social media has provided me with so many #blessings. It’s given me an independent income stream and enabled me to connect with thousands of other people and speak to them directly in one of the most supportive and genuine communities I’ve ever known. At times, I’ve legitimately loved taking pictures, felt creatively challenged and fulfilled, and experienced genuine happiness that I’ve finally found somewhere to express myself without anyone to tell me what I’ve done wrong. However, I’ve also dealt with the full gamut of emotion that social media can generate. It has made me worry about things like engagement and algorithms, made me question myself, and made me wonder what’s wrong with me and why people don’t like me. It’s made me want to buy things that I can’t afford, made me feel like I’m lazy in comparison to other people and, at times, made me feel very low. It’s also made me feel overweight, unattractive, poor, unstylish, lonely, left out, unpopular and seriously devoid of a sense of humour.


However clued up on the “system” you are, however much you use social media for your business and however much you keep telling yourself not to be affected by what you consume online, no-one is immune. Whether it’s the occasional pang of envy or jolt to your self-esteem caused by a single picture or a more sustained Saturdaynight-in-on-your-own-scroll-mania, social media can make even a balanced and mentally well-adjusted person have severe moments of self-doubt and angst.


While this might all sound very doom-like, I do truly believe there are meaningful positives to take away from all of my experiences. The big questions are: what’s the secret to filtering out the bad but keeping the good; and how can we make sure that we keep all this in perspective and consciously control our social media use – something which we can pass down to future generations?


Picture Perfect?


What does “perfect” look like to you? Is it about blemish-free skin and a straight smile? Or happy relationships and a beautiful home? Perhaps your idea of perfect is based on career success or a well-maintained six-pack? Or really do we mean all of the above and more? Perfection in its very definition is the state of being or becoming perfect, the process of refining something until it is flawless. In the age of social media, the action of perfecting is something we have quickly learned to master. If we aren’t perfect to start off with, no matter… A flattering filter here, a retouch tweak there; a quick clear-up of one corner of a messy house, a smile which covers a tricky day. Each and every fault can be erased and replaced with new and increasingly homogenous upgrades to make you feel like the very best version of yourself – or, even better, more like someone else you admire. We can whiten our teeth, slim our thighs and blur our pimples to improve our genetics and supposedly our appeal to each other. We can also turn a miserable, rainy day into a summer classic and curate a schedule of images which not only show us in the best light but suggest a life of rounded perfection. And why not? That’s what other people want to see, isn’t it?


As a consumer journalist with a decade of experience working on women’s magazines, I’ve been trained to see content as a mix of fantasy and reality – the fashion spreads, which inspire us to dream, but also the real-life stories, which allow us to empathize. Fashion titles have quite rightly had their fair share of criticism over the years, especially in relation to their promotion of an unrealistic body image and lack of diverse representation. These accusations are, in the main, entirely justified, and anyone who has worked in traditional magazine publishing will know that images of white – most likely blonde – thin women dominate any single magazine issue. While things are slowly shifting, there’s no point pretending that the days of magazine dominance were a long-lost utopia of diversity.


What traditional magazines did have, however, was a huge focus on relatability, something which is now often painfully edited out of the social media sphere. Every issue of every title I ever worked on offered a mix of content that the reader could identify with – providing support for their struggles and challenges – as well as inspiration for their aspirational desires. We’d cover fertility, heartbreak and financial ruin, as well as the hottest new heels of the season. There was also often a light-heartedness and self-deprecation – the countless “test run” stories I wrote which involved me spending a week in 10-inch platforms, Google Glasses or waist-training corsets were always teed up for laughs. (Spoiler alert: they always made me look ridiculous, especially the Google Glasses. But that was the point.)


As the curated imagery of social media has become more and more prominent, the space devoted to real-life issues and collective empathy around life’s challenges, both extraordinary and universal, has diminished. Scroll through Facebook or Instagram today and you’ll find that lifestyles are a procession of idyllic holidays, “leaning-in” career promotions, material consumption and happy family moments, all captured in the most aesthetically attractive frame possible. Ill-health, failure, loss, sadness, struggle, hard work, setbacks – indeed anything not entirely positive – has become increasingly underrepresented in our discourse, because it doesn’t fit the mould of the often image-focused world of social media. We also take ourselves seriously seriously, and the pressure to be immaculate has definitely come hand in hand with a new po-faced attitude, in which our personal brands can’t be compromised by any lightweight or anecdotal content. Aside from the comedy-focused accounts (which are understandably hugely successful), the standard social media feed is so focused on self-promotion that we can’t bear to look foolish in front of others.


According to a 2017 research paper, these days women rarely compare their appearance to women they see in billboards and magazines and only sometimes compare their appearance to others they see on TV. Instead it’s social media comparisons which are making women feel unhappiest. Because these women are supposedly more accessible and “normal” – not A-list actresses or internationally famous pop stars – the standards they set feel like a bare minimum. If those in your community most like you can achieve a level of life success and perfect appearance, why can’t you too?


And through these platforms we’re also all looking up to new heroes. The status of these new “micro-celebrities” is key to the social media system. Super-users by nature, these “influencers” have the faces, bodies and wardrobes that we pore over as avatars of the new era. Their vast reach opens them up to the very good, very bad and everything in-between that social media has to offer. However, I’ve found that, whether it’s a beautiful model on set or an Instagram star with a million followers, the women who seem to have everything are just like the rest of us: struggling, self-doubting and feeling under huge pressure to look and feel a certain way. For them there is often no escape from the strain of keeping up appearances. Though they’re projecting a lifestyle which we’re all hungrily aspiring to, the reality is that they are often addicted to their phones, deeply insecure and highly anxious about their social media profile.


However, in the new media moment, these women can also be potent agents of change. These are the women that other women listen to. Their advice, their philosophies and their styling tips guide the way that the social media community at large behaves. Through engagement with their, often unbelievably enormous, audiences, they are able to challenge cultural values, bring causes to the masses and undermine traditional structures of power. Contrary to popular opinion, influencers don’t just make us buy things (though they’re certainly very good at it). Instead, they have meaningfully influenced our attitudes. From providing role models for under-represented and marginal communities, busting taboos around hidden struggles like miscarriage and poor mental health, and promoting feminist and environmental issues (#FreeTheNipple, #SayNoToPlastic), they have enacted change on a global scale. Young women won’t listen to their parents, teachers or researchers. But they will listen to those sitting on top of the new media pedestal. This is why this book has included the voices of female influencers across a broad array of social communities to help explore the biggest issues that we face online today. Between them they have an audience of almost 10 million followers, a particular experience with the highs and lows of the social media experience, and the capacity to help make us all wake up to the crisis we’re sitting on. They are not just the new power players; they’re also the experts. It is their words that will really help to burst the bubble.


Social media has inarguably set destructive standards of flawlessness and comparison, which continuously deplete millions of women’s self-belief, every minute of every day. We’re working so hard to live up to these new benchmarks that we’re burning ourselves out, and we’re striving so hard to maintain our image that we’re self-perpetuating an unobtainable reality. Until girls and women alike see the social media fantasies for what they are – constructed realities – and stop comparing their lifestyles, bodies, partners and even families to those seen on their feeds and screens, they will never be able to realize their potential in the workplace, their relationships or in their quest for happiness.


I’m not attempting to be holier than thou or sanctimonious; we all like nice pictures of ourselves, and there’s a reason social media is so popular. Glamour, fantasy and the creative worlds curated by social content-makers can be fun, artistic and beautiful, and there’s nothing wrong with taking enjoyment and positives from social media consumption, creation and interaction. But the conversation must be re-framed, because if we continue projecting fantasy as reality and continue believing, or even semi-believing, in the make-believe, the dangers are both very real and very present. While my aim is to always err on the side of balance, the changes that social media have brought to our lives are sensational, therefore deserve to be probed and laid bare as such.


The Comparison Trap


When you look at other people’s lives on social media, how does it make you feel about yours? If the answer is “a bit rubbish”, rest assured you’re not the only one. Social psychologist Leon Festinger’s classic 1954 social comparison theory suggests that individuals evaluate their own abilities and success by gauging their position in the social pecking order. His argument is that we can only really rate our own position in life by comparing it to those of others within our communities, which means the boundaries of those communities really matter.


In times of yore, aka when we lived offline, there were two ways that social comparison could work: upward and downward. When we saw others we judged to be in a worse position than ourselves, it would often lead to an improvement in self-appraisal, however, when we saw people we deemed to be living superior lives to us, or having superior abilities and attributes, it had a tendency to create a sense of inadequacy and insecurity, and had an overall negative effect on our self-evaluation.


When all we see is the very, very best side of the people in our communities online, curated especially to exclusively highlight their best attributes, is it any wonder that most of us feel that we are on the back foot in relation to pretty much everyone we know? Instead of upward and downward comparisons, we are seeing exclusively those who appear to be superior to us, in every single way. Comparing ourselves to idealized versions of each other is, scroll by scroll, overexposing us to upward social comparison, which has a massive knock-on impact on body image, self-esteem, expectations and life satisfaction.


Of course, there is nothing new in the process of comparison itself, but social media puts it into hyper-drive – especially among young people. A 2017 poll of more than 1,900 girls and young women by the UK charity Girlguiding found that 35 per cent of girls aged 11–21 said their biggest worry online was comparing themselves and their lives with others. But it’s not just the kids. In a recent study by UK disability charity Scope, 60 per cent of adult Twitter and Facebook users reported feelings of jealousy when comparing themselves to other users too. As we consume more and more information about each other, we’re finding it perilously easy to slip into the quicksand of comparison.


On social media, comparison breeds envy at every corner. Instead of feeling grateful for what we have, we believe we need to be more, just to come up to scratch. Our careers, our wardrobes, our lifestyles, even our children (let’s not even get started on apps to make babies and children look “cuter”) – none of them are enough. So, what’s the solution? Aside from more honesty in our content creation, the more we accept that digital identities are simulations rather than true benchmarks from which to judge our own position in life, the kinder we can be to ourselves. The time is nigh to stop battering ourselves with comparisons to versions of others which just don’t exist. We need to forget about coveting what our neighbours appear to have; the time is nigh to stop battering ourselves with comparisons to versions of others that just don’t exist.


Every Voice Counts


On the positive side, during my research through the murky and addictive algorithms social media has been built from, I have heard plenty of accounts from followers as well as influencers, both micro and mega, explaining that the engagement they found online had increased their confidence hugely. Discovering that there are people out there who think and feel like you can make everyone, both old and young, feel less marginalized. One of social media’s most positive contributions to modern life is that it can help you find “your people”.


“Growing up I wasn’t used to seeing successful women that looked like me,” says Freddie Harrel, a fashion and lifestyle blogger, beauty entrepreneur, and confidence coach and speaker with 136k followers on Instagram. Born and raised in Paris to Cameroonian parents, she explains, “In France, if you open a fashion magazine you will not see a single, remotely ‘tanned’ face. There is no diversity. At all.” One huge advancement that social media has facilitated is a democratization of the types of men and women we see in aspirational positions. Communities have been built around individuals whose stories would have been edited out of the traditional media environment, because of systemic prejudice.


On any social platform you will find groups which celebrate, inform and serve plus-size women, LGBT women, women of colour and women of faith. All shapes, all sizes, all shades and all creeds are welcome to join in. From a racial perspective, the proportion of white, black and Latino users across all social media sites is roughly the same, although more black and Latino people use Instagram in comparison to their white counterparts, while Pinterest is more popular among white users than other groups.


“Social media has really changed the landscape and I follow some incredible women of colour on Instagram – many of whom have built a huge following – who inspire me,” Freddie continues. “There’s now not [only] one version of what a successful woman looks like, and that is so important for younger generations coming up behind us.”


Leandra Medine, founder of fashion and lifestyle platform ManRepeller.com (one of the first blogs to achieve fashion-industry recognition) explains that these relationships can make women feel both supported and empowered. “The notion of making women feel less alone and more understood is a cornerstone of Man Repeller. Social media can facilitate a community if you are open and vulnerable – and if the people you don’t know come out to support you, care to listen to your story and dare to share their own. That’s a really strong and impactful experience. The number of private messages I have received from strangers, and the outpour of their personal narratives that they’ve generously shared…it’s a true connection.”


Like Me So I Can Love Myself


However, what happens when no-one engages? When you don’t receive any likes or comments on your posts? Or more likely “too few” likes against your own standards? We all know that adolescents are eager for peer validation. I can remember the threat of “peer pressure” being rammed down my throat through school, especially when it came to smoking (I completely caved and ended up with a 20-a-day habit – the moral of the story: listen to your parents). But a need for acceptance from our community isn’t something most of us leave behind on graduation day. In today’s digital age, a desire for validation has intensified for the straightforward reason that social media has made it quantifiable. Those little numbers under our captions and pictures, and the threat of eerie silence around our digital updates, give each and every one of us a clear indication of how liked we are. Instead of increasing our confidence in our own self-definition, we are becoming more and more aware of what our peers think of us, often “caving” to that pressure way into our adult lives.


Sean Parker, one of Facebook’s earliest investors (Justin Timberlake in the film The Social Network) told news and information website Axios in an interview in 2017 that a social media site is a “social-validation feedback loop…exploiting a vulnerability in human psychology”. He explained that he and other early social media pioneers built their platforms to “consume as much of your time and conscious attention as possible” with the “like” button devised to give users “a little dopamine hit”, which in turn would fuel a desire to upload more content.


In a world where you can tangibly rate your popularity and see exactly who in your social circle cares, “chasing the likes” has become a collective interest which can veer into an obsession. The “like” function wasn’t part of the original social media blueprint – indeed, Facebook only introduced it in 2009, five years after its initial launch. Almost a decade later, we tap out 4.5 billion likes each day on that platform alone, meaning there’s a hell of a lot of validation out there to ensnare with what we share.


So how does that craving for endorsement impact our psyches? In 2014 Thailand’s government psychiatrist Dr Panpimol Wipulakorn warned through the country’s Department of Mental Health that young Thais were experiencing emotional problems when images they posted of themselves weren’t receiving the desired level of likes. This lack of validation could, she argued, “affect their thoughts. They can lose self-confidence and have a negative attitude toward themselves, such as feeling dissatisfied with themselves or their body.” In a far-reaching conclusion she finished, “This could affect the development of the country in the future as the number of new-generation leaders will fall short. It will hinder the country’s creativity and innovation.”


A 2016 study from UCLA (University of California, Los Angeles) used MRI scanning to examine the brains of teenagers aged 13–18 while they used social media. The results showed that viewing likes underneath a picture they had posted activated the same brain signals as eating chocolate or winning money. Another interesting finding was that teens were much more likely to click the “like” button on images that had already received lots of love from their peers, showing that endorsement from others made them more likely to offer validation to others. While the study highlighted the particularly sensitive reward circuitry in adolescents, it’s not a reach for most adults to relate to. I can certainly identify with the feelings described. Anyone who says they don’t feel good when an image or comment they’ve created clocks up lots of likes and comments is probably lying. The validation can feel like a rush, a sense of “something I’ve said or done matters to people”. It’s only natural to feel this way; after all, we are social beings at heart and we’re hard-wired to feel good about approval from others. It’s also not difficult to see why posts that have already gained lots of likes might inspire us to click our own little hearts. Aside from subconscious conformity, there’s a sense that we must be “missing” something if we don’t like it too. Did we not get the joke? Or aren’t we quite up to speed with a new trend? If everyone else thinks it’s so cool, why don’t we?


When likes become an indicator of popularity and social standing, gaining approval from others can momentarily improve our self-esteem and release a hit of dopamine, which backs up that feel-good emotion. A New Statesman 2017 survey showed that for 89 per cent of social media users, getting a high level of likes makes them feel happy, but revealingly for 40 per cent of those people, the happiness only lasts as long as the likes keep coming in. For 12.5 per cent of people, they will still feel happy after an hour; for 10.2 per cent, they will feel it for the entire day; and only 3.1 per cent will be sustained for a week. Overall 62.7 per cent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “I feel a buzz when someone likes my post.” No matter what, we all love to be liked.


Conversely, a perceived lack of engagement can create a huge dent in our self-esteem. Who hasn’t posted a picture or comment on social media only to feel deflated minutes later when no-one has liked or commented on it? We don’t need to be told it feels crap to be ignored, left hanging in digital time and space without that little pick-me-up that a “successful” post can offer. Is it any wonder that a whole industry exists to help individuals pay for likes, that so many of us ask friends to like our pictures to up our digital cred or that we end up deleting so many images and captions that haven’t generated enough likes? But then…the allure of the dopamine high returns and you find yourself posting another image. This cycle can become a pathological obsession, and if you find yourself checking your likes every minute of the day, it’s no surprise the process can have a huge impact on your mental state. A solid body of research has proven that the lower your self-esteem to start with, the more a lack of engagement on social media can impact you negatively, meaning those who feel the most need for validation are also the least able to cope with the effects of receiving low engagement.


Worryingly it was suggested in a 2018 article by the Canadian Globe & Mail that social media platforms are capitalizing on our hunger for validation by holding back likes to keep us checking our accounts. Quoting Matt Mayberry, who works at a California startup called Dopamine Labs, the article claims: “It’s common knowledge in the industry that Instagram exploits this craving by strategically withholding ‘likes’ from certain users. If the photo-sharing app decides you need to use the service more often, it’ll show only a fraction of the likes you’ve received on a given post at first, hoping you’ll be disappointed with your haul and check back again in a minute or two.”


In response, Mike Krieger, the CTO of Instagram, used Twitter to deny that there was any intention to withhold likes, but he did admit that there might be a replication lag and that the platform tries to “strike a balance of being timely + [and] not over-sending notifs [notifications]”. The idea that our social media apps could be so calculatingly taking advantage of our human weaknesses is obviously abhorrent – but we have to remember that this is business and the more we connect, the more they profit. Ultimately it is in the interest of every social media platform to make us feel this way.


Disentangling our sense of worth from the numbers is one of the most important steps in moderating the impact that social media can have on our lives, but it’s far trickier than it sounds. Sure, you can go cold turkey, delete your accounts or take a break (something which a 2015 study proved will increase your life satisfaction), but for many of us that’s not always a practical solution. Social media can sometimes be part of our job, or we may need to stay connected or maintain a digital presence to be relevant for other professional reasons, such as networking. Unless your social media use is causing you relentless anxiety, depression or unhappiness, there is definitely a time and place for it and there are many positives to be taken away. It’s just about knowing how to control that time and ensuring you’re in the right frame of mind – two things we are often entirely unconscious of as we click on our apps and get ready to scroll.


Real or Fake? And Why It Matters


In the early days of the internet there was a utopian belief that anyone could be anyone they wanted to be online. It was suggested that the space would be non-gendered, without racial bias, and would offer individuals the chance to present themselves exactly as they wished, without prompting the assumptions people make, from our accents to body shapes, that colour all of our identities in real life. “On the internet no-one knows you’re a dog”, is an adage taken from a 1993 New Yorker cartoon by Paul Steiner featuring two computer-savvy canines. The point being made was that the internet was a plane of anonymity where individuals were liberated to redefine who they were to the world. Of course, now the biggest social media stars have their own accounts and the @DogsOfInstagram feed has over four million followers. Despite this, our understanding of identity in the digital space has certainly been transformed.


As time has gone on, internet obscurity has instead become associated with illegal activity. And research has proven that real-life preconceptions immediately bled over to the internet. Doctors are instantly presumed to be white men, for example, and judgements are made based on people’s names, even without images, to determine either race, class or social status. While the internet has helped connect communities of all stripes, it certainly hasn’t eradicated prejudice against those of non-white ethnicities or non-heterosexual sexualities, nor stopped those of differing religions judging each other – in fact there’s little doubt that the internet has enabled and intensified hate speech against both mainstream and marginalized communities as well as given a platform for extremists.


However, a kernel of that concept of self-invention has continued to shape our understanding of the online world. Stretching the truth is part and parcel of the digital experience. Consider profile pictures or given ages on internet dating sites. A 2008 study found that 81 per cent of matchmaking site participants lied or misrepresented themselves in some, albeit often small, way. Not everyone online is catfishing (creating a fake identity online to impersonate someone entirely different), but then again, very few of us are always entirely honest. Without the non-verbal cues which we rely on to see if someone is telling the truth in real life, it can be all too easy to be fooled.


And being duped we are. Escapism is an entirely understandable drive, and social media can offer a platform to express and explore fantasy identities. However, we’ve failed to develop a collective understanding that many of the images and captions which make up many profiles are, at best, misrepresentations of the truth and, at worst, outright lies. Somehow our scepticism has been put on the backburner; we all seem happy to suspend disbelief. Only posting the beautiful side of our lives without mentioning the less photogenic parts, or even the daily grind, isn’t “living in truth”. None of these things are unlawful and they are entirely reasonable in the context of the games of micro-deception that everyone else is playing online. But even the little tweaks we’re making to our realities are distorting our understanding of normality and making hundreds and thousands of people feel disappointed with the reality of their lives. In the era of fake news, the fact that so many people are living “fake” lives, photographing fake designer shoes and posting #IWokeUpLikeThis selfies with a full face of slap on, is perhaps no shocker. It is, however, having a massive influence on our perceptions of the world and ourselves.


For one thing, it’s important to acknowledge that how we represent ourselves online can have a dramatic impact on our success in life. According to a 2017 CareerBuilder survey, 70 per cent of employers use social media to screen candidates before hiring, and three in ten HR departments have a member of staff dedicated solely to social recruiting. The study showed that a positive online persona was not only advantageous for job recruitment, but also that more than half of all employers wouldn’t hire a candidate that didn’t have a social media account. From excessive posting to provocative or inappropriate pictures, there are a range of obvious turn-offs for employers. But the fact it’s also now almost a requirement to cultivate a certain image in the digital realm as part of your résumé is most significant.


What’s more, the process doesn’t finish after you’ve signed your contract – more than half of all bosses say they monitor the digital accounts of their current staff, so opening up about mental health issues, home-life struggles and relationship challenges online comes with definite risks. Basically, your future or current boss will probably read it, so you’d better think twice before you post anything. Judgements on what a “positive persona” is, of course, are subjective, but from a professional perspective it’s obviously far “safer” to keep things upbeat, iron out the wrinkles of life and make everything seem fabulous. The sad truth is that you don’t have a “personal” life on social media – even if your posts are private, things can slip through the net. Everything you publish in the online realm could potentially have a bearing on your professional success and reputation.
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