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i

Abstract

The overall aim of this qualitative research study is to explore the post-primary guidance 

counsellors’ professional experiences of supporting students’ wellbeing in the context of the 

current social media culture.  

Social media use is proceeding at an accelerated pace with implications on adolescents’ 

wellbeing and further extrapolations for Irish post-primary guidance counsellors. The 

researcher considered a gap in research relating to the provision of supporting adolescent 

wellbeing in the context of social media from an Irish post-primary guidance councillors’ 

perspective. This study explores post-primary guidance counsellors’ perceptions of adolescent 

wellbeing amid social media use. The literature review will focus on the areas of social media, 

adolescent wellbeing, guidance counselling, and supporting adolescent wellbeing. 

Proceeding the literature review, an interpretivist qualitative paradigm was employed to 

explore post-primary guidance counsellors’ professional experiences. Semi-structured 

telephone interviews facilitated the flexible and insightful collation of data towards an under-

researched area from six post-primary guidance counsellors practicing in the midland’s region 

of Ireland. 

The findings of the research suggest that guidance counsellors play a pivotal role in supporting 

adolescents’ wellbeing within the post-primary education sector. The findings also suggest that 

adolescents’ use of social media has posed ramifications on guidance counsellors’ role and 

their endeavour to support wellbeing. Consequently, many post-primary guidance counsellors 

may require additional support in the form of CPD and school policies to enhance their practice. 

Finally, a number of policy, practice and research recommendations are put forward and the 

strengths and limitations of this study are considered.



ii

Declaration

 

The author hereby declares that this thesis is entirely her own work. No element of the work 

described in this dissertation has been previously submitted for any degree in the University of 

Limerick, or in any other institution.   

 

 

 

Signature_______________________________________________ 



iii

Acknowledgements

Firstly, a sincere thank you to the six guidance counsellors who generously afforded me with 

their time and wisdom during an overwhelming global pandemic. Without your altruistic and 

invaluable contributions through telephone interviews my research endeavour would not have 

been possible. 

To Siobhan Farry, my placement mentor, warm thanks for your belief in me and the valued 

support you offered throughout every step of my journey. 

To Petra Elftorp, my considerate and insightful research supervisor, thank you for your 

continued support, dedication, and devotion of time throughout a challenging period in history, 

I am forever indebted to your pearls of wisdom. 

Sincere gratitude to Dr. Lucy Hearne, your professionalism and devotion as course director is 

incredible. Your investment in your students and the pursuit of perfection is extraordinary, for 

your dedication I am eternally grateful. We were incredibly lucky to have been your final 

cohort. Warmest wishes on your new venture. 

Deepest appreciation to Tom Geary, Oonagh Roantree, and Gerry Myers, your humble 

presence and genuine interest in your students has inspired my future work. The insight, 

wisdom, and wonderful humour you brought to my experience of learning made it worthwhile 

and dare I say entertaining. Your presence and support will remain with me forevermore. 

To our group, I wholeheartedly appreciate the unwavering support and humour you brought to 

my experience. I feel exceptionally fortunate to have journeyed with such an incredible and 

enjoyable group. Thank you all for the unrelenting support, friendships, and laughter.  

A heartfelt thank you to my mother Carmel, whose love of learning inspired my pursuit and 

remarkable resilience encouraged me to persevere. To my five brothers, I am so grateful for 

your continued interest and encouragement in my studies. To Sinead, Shona, Linda, my parents 

in-law Pat and Helen, and all of  my wonderful sisters and brothers in-law, a sincere thank you 

to each of you for all the loving support you offered with the children, without which this would 

not have been possible, I am forever grateful. Thank you to my friends for your patience and 

reassurance throughout this venture.

To Kenny, my very patient and understanding husband, my deepest gratitude for your 

unwavering support, encouragement, and vested interest throughout the previous two years, 

you made the ‘impossible’ possible and for that I am eternally grateful. To my four beautiful, 

amazing, and loving children, Holly, Charlie, Louie, and Sadie, thank you so much for your 

giggles, cuddles and encouraging smiles, your bright futures inspired me to succeed. Thank 

you for your patience, I missed you, but I am back and incredibly excited for our next adventure 

together.

Finally, I dedicate this thesis to the memory of my father, Tom, the most charismatic person I 

have known. Your love of people inspired this dream. I hope I touch as many lives as you did. 

 



iv

Table of Contents

Abstract.................................................................................................................................i

Declaration ..........................................................................................................................ii

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................iii

List of Tables and Figures ..................................................................................................vi

List of Appendices.............................................................................................................vii

List of Abbreviations ........................................................................................................viii

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................1

1.0 Introduction.............................................................................................................1

1.1 Context and Justification of the Research Study ....................................................1

1.2 Aim and Objectives of the Research Study ...........................................................3

1.3 Positionality of the Researcher ...............................................................................4

1.4 Research Methodology ..........................................................................................4

1.5 Overview of Dissertation .......................................................................................5

1.6 Conclusion .............................................................................................................5

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW ........................................................................6

2.0 Introduction ............................................................................................................6

2.1 Irish Post-Primary Guidance Counselling ..............................................................7

2.1.1 The Role of the Guidance Counsellor in Irish Post-Primary Education .............7

2.1.2 The Whole School Approach to Guidance Counselling .....................................8

2.2 Adolescent Wellbeing in Irish Post-Primary Schools ..........................................10

2.2.1 Wellbeing and Policy Documentation and National Reports ...........................10

2.2.2 Guidance and Wellbeing - A Social Media Context .........................................11

2.3 Adolescent Social Media Usage ..........................................................................12

2.3.1 Definition of Social Media ................................................................................13

2.3.2 Social Media, Adolescent Wellbeing – A Career Development Context .........14

2.4 Summary and Conclusion ....................................................................................15

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY .................................................................................16

3.0 Introduction ..........................................................................................................16

3.1 Research Questions ..............................................................................................16

3.2 Research Methodology ........................................................................................17

3.2.1 Positivist Paradigm (Quantitative) ....................................................................18

3.2.2 Rationale for selecting Interpretivist Paradigm (Qualitative) ...........................19

3.3 Methods of Data Collection and Analysis ...........................................................20

3.3.1 Semi-Structured Interviews ...............................................................................20

3.3.2 Access and Sampling ........................................................................................22

3.3.3 Data Analysis ....................................................................................................22

3.4 Validity and Reliability ........................................................................................24

3.5 Ethical Considerations .........................................................................................25

3.6 Reflexivity ............................................................................................................25

3.7 Conclusion ...........................................................................................................26



v

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS...............................................................................................27

4.0 Introduction ..........................................................................................................27

4.1 Participants ...........................................................................................................27

4.2 Context of Individual Participants .......................................................................27

4.3 Themes .................................................................................................................29

4.4 Perceived Effects of Social Media Usage on Students’ Wellbeing: Positive and 

Negative .....................................................................................................................30

4.4.1 Friendships: “sense of belonging” ....................................................................30

4.4.2 Bullying: “from a cyber point of view” .............................................................31

4.4.3 Addiction: “there's no balance” .........................................................................33

4.5 Supporting Students’ Wellbeing throughout the Current Social Media Culture .35

4.5.1 Parental Support: “get a parent involved” .........................................................35

4.5.2 Role of Guidance Counsellor: “skills to manage social media” .......................35

4.5.3 Wellbeing Provision: “get them thinking about their wellbeing” .....................36

4.6 Provisions Available to Guidance Practitioners Supporting Students’ Wellbeing in the 

Context of Social Media Usage .................................................................................37

4.6.1 Policy: “no actual policy on social media usage” .............................................37

4.6.2 Continual Professional Development: “you do your best, but is there better?” 38

4.7 Summary of Findings ...........................................................................................39

4.8 Conclusion ............................................................................................................39

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION ..........................................................................................40

5.0 Introduction...........................................................................................................40

5.1 The Effects of Social Media Usage on Students Wellbeing ................................40

5.2 The Role of the Guidance Counsellor in Supporting Students’ Wellbeing amid the 

Current Social Media Climate ....................................................................................43

5.3 Provisions Available to Guidance Practitioners Supporting Students’ Wellbeing in the 

Context of Social Media Usage .................................................................................46

5.4 Conclusion ...........................................................................................................48

CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION .......................................................................................49

6.0 Conclusion ............................................................................................................49

6.1 Overview of findings ............................................................................................49

6.1.1 Perceived Effects of Social Media .....................................................................49

6.1.2 Guidance Support in the Context of Social Media and Student Wellbeing.......50

6.1.3 Social Media and Wellbeing Support Provisions Available to Guidance 

Practitioners ................................................................................................................51

6.2 Strengths and Limitations of the Research ...........................................................52

6.3 Recommendations .................................................................................................53

6.4 Reflection on Personal Learning...........................................................................53

6.5 Conclusion ............................................................................................................54

Reference List ....................................................................................................................55

Appendices ........................................................................................................................71



vi

List of Figures

Figure 4.1 Profile of Research Population .................................................................27

Figure 4.2 Themes and Subthemes ............................................................................29



vii

List of Appendices 

Appendix A Reflective Journal ..................................................................................71

Appendix B Interview Framework ............................................................................72

Appendix C Research Information ............................................................................74

Appendix D Consent Form ........................................................................................80

Appendix E Themes and Subthemes .........................................................................81

Appendix F Colour Coded Data Analysis ..................................................................82



viii

List of Abbreviations

ACCS Association of Community and Comprehensive Schools

ASCL Association of School and College Leaders 

DES Department of Education and Skills

DoH Department of Health

GoI Government of Ireland

IGC Institute of Guidance Counsellors

INTO Irish National Teacher’s Organisation

NCCA National Council for Curriculum and Assessment

NCGE Natinal Centre for Guidance in Education

NYCI National Youth Council of Ireland

OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development

RSPH The Royal Society for Public Health

WHO World Health Organisation

YHM Young Health Movement



1

Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.0 Introduction 

This chapter will outline the context and justification for the research, present the aim, 

objectives, methodology of the study, as well as the positionality of the researcher. Lastly, it 

will set out an overview of the dissertation.  

1.1 Context and Justification of the Research Study

Social media has gained increasing popularity, with an acute esteem among youth culture (Kuss 

and Griffiths 2017). Social media platforms are routine among youth culture, with adolescents 

inhabiting online and offline worlds fluidly and simultaneously (NYCI 2015). Social media 

represents the dominant form of communication in youth culture with steady inclines in 

account ownership and daily usage (Keane 2019;).  Adolescents’ regular use of social media 

as a means of socialising is imbedded in contemporary culture creating a hyper-social 

networked society (Throuvala et al. 2019; Castells 2010). 

Research indicates adolescents’ social and emotional wellbeing is impacted by social media 

(Edwards 2018; Homayoun 2018; Betton and Woollard 2019). Prolonged engagement 

overshadows the wellbeing factors of “physical exercise and face-to-face conversation” 

(Morgan 2018, p.50) in addition to low self-esteem, anxiety, and sleep disturbances (Olweus 

2012). Conversely, social media also provides support, advice, and social connections (Frith 

2017). The study aims to investigate guidance counsellors’ contribution to enhancing wellbeing 

against such claims. An understanding of the prevalence of social media in adolescents’ lives 

will enhance guidance counsellors’ understanding of the world students inhabit (McGuinness 

1998) and ultimately contribute to the guidance related wellbeing.

In recent years, post-primary guidance counselling has also been identified as having an 

explicit role in supporting wellbeing (NCCA 2017). Through a model of continuum support 

guidance counsellors meet personal, social, educational and career needs and assist life-long 

“well-becoming” (NCCA 2017, p.17). Guidance related learning is therefore considered a 
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fundamental responsibility within wellbeing principles and is subsequently crucial towards 

supporting student wellbeing.   

The relevance of this study is rooted in the important position guidance counsellors hold within 

the wellbeing programme. According to Headstrong the overriding predictor of wellbeing is 

the presence of “one good adult” (Dooley and Fitzgerald 2005, P.1). Furthermore, Jigsaw 

encourage adolescents to seek help through guidance counsellors (Hennigan 2019). Glazzard 

and Mitchell (2018) posit that social media is integral to adolescents’ lives therefore educators 

must keep abreast of social media developments to support students with some of its 

challenges. The research is entrenched in an integral aspect of students’ personal and social 

existence and consequently guidance counsellors’ professional roles. As social media is linked 

with mental health and wellbeing (Edwards 2018), an inquiry into guidance counsellors’ role 

of supporting wellbeing in this context will provide “a rich opportunity for learning” 

(McCormack and Ryan 2019, p.50). Ultimately, knowledge of guidance counsellors’ 

experience in this context will empower the researcher as ‘one good adult’ to “provide guidance 

at a critical time in their social and emotional development” (Homayoun 2018, p.4). 

Adolescence is a transitional period encompassing change and efforts to discover one’s identity 

(Santrock 2019). Adolescence is influenced by the environment the adolescent is raised 

(Bronfenbrenner 1979; Austrian 2008). Developmental discourse on identity affirms it is a 

process of “evolving and becoming” (Corey 2009, p.130). Moreover, O’Brien (2008) posits 

youth identity is “being constructed through media” (p.121). The research endeavours to 

promote an understanding of adolescents’ social media usage as students beseech the presence 

of an adult who empathises with them (Bates 2016). As adolescents actively pursue an identity, 

they envisage how others perceive them (Conger and Galambos 1997). Social media assists 

adolescents to construct identities similar to Erikson’s identity formation (Stern 2004). 

However, Betton and Woollard (2019) posit educators underestimate adolescents intentional 

social media attempts to construct a positive sense of self and the impressions they hope to 

engender (Charmaz et al. 2019). Barth (2015) argues the interplay between social media and 

adolescence cannot be overlooked. Furthermore, Betton and Woollard (2019) posit educators 

require an appreciation of social media’s salience towards identity formation. Homayoun 

(2018) insists identity development is a crucial time in adolescents’ lives. An understanding of 
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developmental issues and social media’s prominence supports effective and responsive 

guidance (IGC 2008). Moreover, an understanding of social media’s eminence in students’ 

lives will enrich the researcher’s congruent relationships and enhance students’ well-becoming 

(NCCA 2017). 

Social media pressures attribute to “challenges posed by adolescence” (DES 2005, p.10). The 

relevance of this study is upheld in the support guidance counsellors offer adolescents during 

this tenuous stage. Linked with anxiety, social media can have “a debilitating impact” (Fortune 

2016). Extensive deliberation surrounds social media and its perceived effects on wellbeing 

(Swist et al. 2015). Best et al. (2014), presents a plethora of paradoxical evidence indicating 

harmful and beneficial effects. Nevertheless, ibid. attests to the value of early education 

pertaining to social media. Encapsulating the diverging effects of social media on adolescent 

wellbeing is an arduous goal, however the merits will inform guidance counsellors endeavours 

towards supporting adolescent wellbeing.

1.2 Aim and Objectives of the Research Study

The overarching aim of the study is to explore post-primary guidance counsellors’ experience 

of the effects of social media on adolescent wellbeing. 

Consequently, the objectives are to:

 To review policy, practice and research concerning social media, adolescent wellbeing 

and post-primary guidance counselling. 

 To gain a better understanding of guidance counsellors’ experience of supporting 

wellbeing in the context of social media. 

 To identify guidance counsellors’ continuing professional development needs relating 

to adolescent wellbeing in the area of social media. 

 To make recommendations for future policy, practice and research.
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1.3 Positionality of the Researcher 

As an experienced post-primary teacher, the researcher has been privileged with practical 

insights into the virtues of supporting wellbeing. The positionality of the researcher derives 

from a candid concern for the wellbeing of adolescents in the current social media culture. As 

research may be impeded by preconceptions Cohen et al. (2018) advise censoring of personal 

bias. The researcher preserved reflexivity on “unconscious categories of thought” (Adkins 

2003, p. 25) using a reflective journal (See Appendix A. Reflective Journal). Wellbeing is one 

of the core elements of whole school guidance (NCCA 2017) consequently, the researcher 

values insightful experiences of guidance counsellors’ and their role supporting students’ 

wellbeing amid social media usage. The researcher carried out semi structured interviews. To 

ensure validity of research the interview questions remained subjective; inciting the 

participants to critically reflect on their experiences and the potential positive and negative 

impacts of social media. 

1.4 Research Methodology

The research aims to capture the crux of guidance counsellors’ experience through narratives, 

accordingly an interpretivist paradigm and qualitative methodology enables the researcher to 

develop a “composite description of the essence of the experience” (Creswell and Poth 2018, 

p. 75). Semi-structured telephone interviews endowed the researcher with rich understandings 

of experiences and enabled the researcher to submerge emphatically into guidance counsellors’ 

reality. The researcher was bestowed with new appreciations of the “disciplinary area” (Birks 

2014, p. 221) and the role guidance counsellors undertake to support adolescents’ wellbeing 

amid social media usage. 
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1.5 Overview of Dissertation

Chapter 1 Introduction: An overview of the purpose and topic of the research; 

addressing the researcher’s position, justification, aims, 

objectives, and methodology.

Chapter 2 Literature Review: A critical review of the breadth of literature pertaining to 

the provision of guidance counselling, the wellbeing 

remit and literature associated with adolescents’ social 

media usage. 

Chapter 3 Methodology: An outline of the methodology and research design 

employed to gather and analyse data, underpinned by 

research questions and ethical considerations. 

Chapter 4 Findings: Describes the participants of the study and the themes 

and sub-themes emerging from a thematic analysis of the 

data.

Chapter 5 Discussion: Integrates the pivotal issues arising in the literature 

review with the themes evolving in the data analysis. 

Chapter 6 Conclusion: Concludes the research with considerations of 

implications, an evaluation of the merits and limits of the 

study and proposing recommendations for future 

practice, policy, and research.

1.6 Conclusion

This chapter outlined an introduction to the research, presented the researcher’s positionality, 

provided justification for the research, and outlined the methodology, aim and objectives of the 

study and a plan of the thesis. The succeeding chapter will review literature relevant to the 

topic.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.0 Introduction

A literature review offers a framework of study and establishes a theoretical scope of research 

(Boote and Beile 2005). This literature review aims to explore policies, documents, journal 

articles, literature and web sources relating to post-primary guidance counselling and students’ 

wellbeing in the context of the current social media culture.

The researcher availed of online search engines to investigate relevant articles through 

keywords such as ‘social media’, ‘adolescent wellbeing’, ‘guidance counselling’, and 

‘supporting adolescent wellbeing’. The research literature was critically reviewed in relation 

to methodology and transferability.

While literature concerning individual areas of adolescent social media usage, wellbeing and 

guidance counselling is substantial, literature relating explicitly to supporting adolescent 

wellbeing within current social media culture from an Irish post-primary guidance counsellors’ 

perspective appears limited. Accordingly, the preliminary literature review helped identify a 

knowledge gap relating to supporting adolescent wellbeing in the context of the current social 

media culture from an Irish post-primary guidance councillors’ perspective.  

This literature review is divided into three sections. Section one reviews the professional 

service guidance counsellors provide within Irish post-primary education.  Section two 

investigates the wellbeing initiative in Irish post-primary education. The final section focuses 

on adolescents’ social media usage and the role guidance counsellors hold in relation to 

supporting adolescent wellbeing. 
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2.1 Irish Post-Primary Guidance Counselling

Section one considers the provision of guidance counselling in Irish post-primary education 

and policies influencing this service. Guidance is integral to post-primary education in Ireland, 

supporting students’ educational and career decisions (Education Act 1998). Enables self-

management skills (Department of Education and Skills [DES] 2006), guidance also enriches 

the personal, social, educational and career development of adolescents (NCGE 2017). 

2.1.1 The Role of the Guidance Counsellor in Irish Post-Primary Education

Guidance counsellors play a pivotal role promoting educational and career choices (GoI 1998). 

As young people account for the most vulnerable in society (Foxx et al. 2017) guidance 

practitioners must assist adolescents to build confidence and make choices cognisant of their 

current situation (Ali and Graham 1996). The role of post-primary guidance counsellors in 

twenty first century Ireland is skilled and specialised, comprising of far reaching supports 

serving students’ personal, educational and vocational needs (DES 2005). 

The Institute of Guidance Counsellors (IGC) competency framework illustrates a model with 

the personal values and qualities of the guidance counsellor as the foundation of proficient 

practice (IGC 2007). In addition to empowering autonomous decision making and facilitating 

personal development (Association of Community and Comprehensive Schools [ACCS] 

2012), guidance counsellors inform parents and enrich pastoral care teams (National Council 

for Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA] 2007). Ultimately, guidance specialists are paramount 

to reviewing and planning the whole school guidance plan (NCGE 2004).    

Personal counselling assists students to explore feelings and choices and supports them to cope 

with “aspects of growing up” (NCGE 2004 p.12). According to McCoy et al. (2006) 

international guidance places less emphasis on personal counselling, which is prominent in 

Irish post-primary guidance counselling. The demand for personal counselling supporting 

pressures associated with group culture has increased (Hayes and Morgan 2011). However, the 

intricacies of delivering a holistic model of guidance and counselling have placed demands on 

resources (Hearne and Neary 2020).  Guidance counsellors’ role towards enhancing wellbeing 
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(DES 2015) is an integral concern in a culture steeped in social media. Morgan (2018) 

expresses unease at the perceived impact social media has on wellbeing contributors such as 

physical activity and human interaction. Today’s culture embodies the first generation 

immersed in social media. Referred to as “digital natives” digital forums have become their 

native tongue (Prensky 2001 p.1). With social media users increasing by almost ten percent 

each year (Smart Insights 2019) it is imperative guidance counsellors gain an understanding of 

how Irish students process social media content. Personal counselling, thus, is vital to promote 

and support positive wellbeing (DES 2015; Reid and Westergaard 2011; Hough 2006). With 

social media misuse intensifying (DES 2013a) and levels of anxiety escalating (Fortune 2016; 

Ma 2001), access to counselling, influenced by models such as Egan and Culley (Ali and 

Graham 1996) may be a critical component of guidance. 

Guidance practitioners have a duty to recognise the need for additional intervention and 

establish links with professional agencies to enhance their work (DES 2016). Policy documents 

vindicate the vital role guidance counsellors play in co-ordinating student support teams (DES  

2014). According to My World Survey (Dooley and Fitzgerald 2012), almost ten percent of 

young people expressed concern regarding personal issues, conveying a genuine demand for 

professional support. With Adolescents’ experiencing increased levels of anxiety and 

decreasing mental well-being (Dooley and Fitzgerald 2012; Woods and Scott 2016), guidance 

counsellors endeavour to provide safe environments to support adolescents’ personal needs 

(ACCS 2012). 

2.1.2 The Whole School Approach to Guidance Counselling

In response to section 9 (c) of the Education Act 1998, outlining schools’ obligation to 

safeguard educational and career decision making through appropriate guidance, the NCCA 

(2007) developed a curriculum framework for guidance in post-primary schools. The 

framework stressed the importance of a collaborative approach to guidance through a whole-

school endeavour (NCCA 2007). Succeeding the revised staffing arrangements in post-primary 

the DES (2012) recognised the necessity of guidance within a whole school approach. 

Furthermore, the NCCA (2017) “continuum of support model” (p.6) presented a whole school 

framework to guidance encompassing the guidance counsellor, school management, teachers, 
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and outside organisations in their endeavour to support students’ personal, educational and 

vocational needs. 

While policy documentation vindicates the benefits of whole school guidance; it is not devoid 

of complexity. Hui (2002) considers the intricacies of a holistic approach, and the commitment 

it demands by all school personnel. Hearne et al. (2016) outline factors to consider such as 

limited funding, shortage in personnel, time restraints, increasing paperwork, and a lack of 

confidence towards adequate qualifications. Nonetheless, the ACCS (2012) acknowledge a 

collective approach to guidance planning is vital towards recognition, prioritisation, and 

satisfaction of students’ needs. Hearne and Galvin (2014) vindicate an integrated model is 

essential to meet students’ needs and enhance educational experiences. The NCGE (2017) 

reinforced the 1998 Education Act concerning students’ access to appropriate guidance, 

introducing a whole-school approach to guidance as a model of best practice. 

The integrated approach to guidance encompassing the whole school community is 

promulgated by international policy and research. The Department of Education in Western 

Australia (2009) endorse the whole school approach to guidance, upholding that a unified, 

attitude advances students’ education, conduct and wellbeing. In addition, Gysbers and 

Henderson (2014) emphasise skilled personnel as pivotal in the whole school approach to 

guidance and stress substance, structure, and adequate resources as vital components. 

Educators are vital towards enhancing positive social media effects and preventing negative 

experiences (Valkenburg et al. 2017). Post-primary schools therefore are imperative towards 

supporting adolescents’ needs in the context of social media through a whole school guidance 

framework; with an emphasis on guidance permeating all aspects of students’ lives (DES 

2018a). 



10

2.2 Adolescent Wellbeing in Irish Post-Primary Schools

Section two considers adolescent wellbeing in Irish post-primary education and the policies 

which shape it. It will consider guidance counsellors’ role supporting adolescent wellbeing in 

the context of social media usage. The promotion of adolescent wellbeing is a collective 

obligation (DES 2013b), therefore, Irish post-primary schools are advantageous in their 

position as a “multi-component, preventative, whole school approach” to promoting wellbeing 

is highly constructive (DES 2018b p.13). 

2.2.1 Wellbeing and Policy Documentation and National Reports

While the term wellbeing was not explicitly referenced in the Education Act (1998), it 

nonetheless highlighted schools’ obligation to foster personal, social, spiritual and moral 

development. NCCA (2011) recognised the multifaceted environment young people 

experience transitioning from childhood to adulthood and consequently identified the need for 

wellbeing reform. The World Health Organisation (WHO) 2012 and the Department of Health 

(DoH) (2013) acknowledged schools as crucial towards enhancing wellbeing. The WHO 

(2012) report validate those who recognise school as encouraging are inclined towards positive 

health behaviours. Conversely, the most noteworthy policy advancement relating to wellbeing 

was ‘A Framework for Junior Cycle’ (DES 2015). Succeeding this policy, wellbeing has 

become one of the core concepts in post-primary education, emphasising guidance from first 

year level. 

The concept of wellbeing has been considered for decades, with The World Health 

Organization defining health in the 1940’s as not purely the lack of disease but as encompassing 

social, emotional and physical well-being (WHO 1958). Adolescent wellbeing is vital to the 

intellectual, social, emotional, and educational development of teenagers (Patton et al. 2016). 

The organisation for economic cooperation and development [OECD] recognise schools as 

progressively interested in both educational performance and students’ well-being (2018). 

Whole-school wellbeing is now at the forefront of research and educational practice at a global 

level (Quinlan and Hone 2020). Students who have greater levels of well-being appear to have 

greater self-esteem, increased life-satisfaction, and improved relationships (Park 2004). 

Furthermore, the Australian government, department of education and employment and 
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workplace relations determine student engagement and academic achievement as motivated by 

wellbeing (Noble et al. 2008). At a national level, the NCCA’s (2017) Junior Cycle Wellbeing 

Guidelines endeavoured to promote school culture as committed to wellbeing. Nevertheless, 

Frijters et al. (2019) suggest an ideological resistance to wellbeing exists. Ibid. posit the 

perceived futile pursuit of wellbeing has restricted its centrality in societal thought. 

The Government of Ireland’s Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice (2018) 

recognises the challenges Irish society face and its impact on wellbeing. The policy defines 

wellbeing as present when individuals realise their potential, are resilient dealing with everyday 

stresses, protect physical wellbeing and “has a sense of purpose, connection and belonging to 

a wider community” (2018, p.1). The World Health Organisation terms wellbeing as reflecting 

the “quality of life and the various factors which can influence it” (WHO 2001, p.9). Drawing 

on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development it offers a systems-based 

perspective on wellbeing. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model establishes the relational aspect of 

wellbeing, realised within a community (DES 2018b). Comparably, Dooley et al. (2019) 

recognise Bronfenbrenner’s model as a means of indicating the multidimensional quality of 

adolescents’ wellbeing. Moreover, ibid. highlights the necessity of recognising adolescents’ 

use of social media as an opportunity to enrich friendships made offline.  Allen et al. (2014) 

vindicate social media as enhancing belonging, wellbeing, and identity. The findings highlight 

the importance of developing young peoples’ social skills and fostering healthy relationships 

as a means of nurturing wellbeing (Dooley et al. 2019). With reference to the current study, 

adolescents’ use of social media as a vehicle towards building relationships is evolving rapidly 

with connotations to wellbeing (Cramer and Inkster 2018). A wider awareness of adolescents’ 

social media usage may therefore enhance the practice of guidance counsellors within their 

wellbeing remit. 

2.2.2 Guidance and Wellbeing - A Social Media Context

Wellbeing in post primary schools (DES 2013) upholds that schools must safeguard students’ 

access to individual counselling with appropriate time allocations to guidance counsellors, 

specifically for those who express concerns. Departmental guidelines place guidance 

counsellors as vital in the implementation of wellbeing (DES 2013). Cala and Soriano (2014) 

argue social media represents an additional ecosystem within adolescents’ lives influencing 
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social, physical and wellbeing attributes. It is therefore evident that both school and social 

media hold a dominant place in adolescents’ ecosystem (DES 2018; Cala and Soriano 2014; 

Swist et al. 2015). Nohilly and Tynan (2019), posit social media as a notable challenge 

impacting wellbeing (Irish National Teacher’s Organisation [INTO] 2019). Subsequently, 

guidance counsellors are pivotal towards preparing adolescents for changes in societal contexts 

and social behaviour (NCCA 2008). 

Wellbeing in adolescence is concerned with young peoples’ capacity to feel self-assured, happy 

and connected (Grogan et al. 2013; Parks 2011). The NCCA (2015) posit interactions with 

educators are significant towards safe-guarding young peoples’ wellbeing. Additionally, The 

NCCA (2017)   recognises the duration of time adolescents spend in school, acknowledging 

educators as bestowed with the greatest opportunities to foster wellbeing among young people 

(NCCA 2017). Jigsaw encourage adolescents to seek help through guidance counsellors 

(Hennigan 2019) as a means of promoting wellbeing through “one good adult” (Dooley and 

Fitzgerald 2005 p.1). Inherently, the DES (2013a) endorses explicit education regarding the 

suitable use of social media. There is a growing need to respond to adolescents’ use of social 

media (Edwards 2018). Guidance counsellors are pivotal as part of a whole school response to 

students’ needs (O’Moore 2014). As such, schools provide the key context for providing 

wellbeing initiatives (Morrison and Kirby 2010). Therefore, in compliance with the NCCA 

wellbeing guidelines and in accordance with the current study, guidance counsellors, in order 

to promote adolescent wellbeing, must recognise how “social media plays a crucial role in the 

lives of networked teens” (Boyd 2014 p.5).

2.3 Adolescent Social Media Usage

Adolescents’ use of social media is advancing at an unwavering speed, with implications on 

wellbeing (Dooley et al. 2019). To support effective policy and practice within guidance 

counselling, this section reviews literature pertaining to adolescents’ use of social media and 

its perceived effects on wellbeing.
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2.3.1 Definition of Social Media

While it is undisputed we live in an age of social media (Fuchs 2017; Giaccardi 2012) and 

social media platforms are expanding rapidly (Lindgren 2017; Foth at al. 2011); definitions of 

social media remain as expansive as the platforms available. Based on a milieu of social media 

definitions, modifications in social media platforms and the activities of users, Carr and Hayes 

(2015) definition of social media traverses this expansion: 

Internet-based channels that allow users to opportunistically interact and selectively self-

present, either in real-time or asynchronously, with both broad and narrow audiences who 

derive value from user-generated content and the perception of interaction with others. 

(Carr and Hayes 2015 p.50)

Indubitably, the history of communication has transformed and rapid advances in 

communication technology mean adolescents engage in diverse online social activities (Clark 

et al. 2017). The present-day means of adolescent communication hinges on an eclectic list of 

names. Wall Posts, Status Updates, Activity Feeds, Thumbs Ups, and Profiles constitute some 

of the channels of communication (Ahn 2011).  

The social and multifaceted experience of adolescence is made even more prolific in an age of 

social media (Brake 2014). With greater esteem afforded to adolescent social and emotional 

wellbeing within education (Barry et al. 2017; McCormack 2017), it has become pertinent to 

examine the relationship between social media and wellbeing. Irrefutably, social media is an 

accepted form of communication permeating adolescents’ lives. Increasing levels of social 

media obsessive behaviour (Van Den Eijnden et al. 2016) and its potential to cause harm, led 

to Cohen’s (2009) label “facebook addiction” cited in (LaRose et al. 2011 p.59). The Royal 

Society for Public Health [RSPH] and the Young Health Movement [YHM] are in agreeance, 

acknowledging that we are only beginning to establish the extent of social media’s impact on 

wellbeing. Ibid. established that the adverse impacts include increased levels of depression and 

anxiety, poor sleep quality (Power et al. 2017), dissatisfaction with body image, cyberbullying, 

and fear of missing out (Cramer and Inkster 2017; Willard 2007; Przybylski et el. 2013). As 

more adolescent interactions migrate to social media, Pinker (2014) outlines perils of 

individuals’ inability to thrive in face-to-face communication. 
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However, while there is much discourse pertaining to the negative influence social media 

places on adolescents’ wellbeing, Best et al. (2014) report benefits such as increased self-

esteem, social support, safe forums for identity experimentation, and greater opportunities to 

self-disclose. Evidence infers that adolescents with mental health issues view social media as 

an indispensable basis of information and encouragement (Frith 2017). 

Social media plays an important role for adolescents overcoming feelings of isolation through 

shared experiences on social media (Young Minds 2016). As adolescents’ transition to post-

primary, the collective desire to belong and longing for peer feedback via ‘likes’ and 

‘comments’ justifies much of adolescent behaviour. The transition from primary to post-

primary and the subsequent unfamiliar surroundings subject adolescents to larger cohorts of 

unknown people, thus the importance of support recognition of social identity becomes salient 

(Children’s Commissioner 2018; DES 2005). 

2.3.2 Social Media, Adolescent Wellbeing – A Career Development Context

Adolescence is a developmental period encompassing dynamic life changes, when attitudes are 

developed and decisions with far reaching costs are made (Boyd and Bee 2015; McDool et al. 

2016). Adolescence marks a period of identity formation; establishing an awareness of who 

one is, and who they are not (Comstock 2005). For any young person “this is a difficult 

psychological task” (Kennelly 2019, p.41). The growth of social media platforms has generated 

new avenues for adolescents to construct identity (Davis 2014; Humphreys 2018). During this 

formative period adolescents require supportive figures as they attempt to establish values and 

a position in the world (Kidd 2014). 

Homayoun (2018) postulates that social media is helpful for experimentation during identity 

formation. Adolescents are subjected to a variety of influences and therefore demand support 

to make conscientious decisions regarding wellbeing (DES 2015; Goodyear et al. 2018). 

Considering the current study guidance counsellors, therefore, have a duty to acknowledge 
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social media in the context of identity formation as “a meaningful form of cultural production, 

particularly during adolescence” (Stern 2008, p.96).

Riva et al. (2016) highlight the necessity for schools to gain a greater understanding of risks 

and opportunities social media pose on adolescents. Although no explicitly focusing on 

guidance counsellors, Ibid advises that educators to develop common ground to build dialogue 

with adolescents. Career practitioners such as Dyson (2012) and Osborn and LoFrisco (2012) 

vindicate integrating social media into professional practice (Kettunen et al. 2015). Meaningful 

facets of adolescents’ lives are portrayed through social media (Robards 2014). Riva et al. 

(2016) goes on to advise educators to accompany adolescents on their social media adventure. 

All individuals, as stated by Ali and Graham (1996) are entitled to up-to-date and precise 

guidance. Furthermore, students seek support with various matters of diverging gravity (Hayes 

and Morgan 2011). The role of the guidance counsellor, therefore, must respond to societal 

demands with styles of career intervention which embrace social media (Kettunen et al. 2015). 

Digital resilience as one such mandate. Ibid. advocate the importance of assisting adolescents 

to identify support structures, while Glazzard and Mitchell (2018) advise supporting students 

to recover from undesirable incidents. If guidance counsellors fail to understand the developing 

social media sphere, they remain “less equipped to offer effective support” (Betton and Wollard 

2019).

2.4 Summary and Conclusion

This chapter has reviewed the literature pertaining to three thematic topics: the post-primary 

Irish guidance counselling service, wellbeing in Irish post-primary education and adolescents’ 

social media usage. The rapid expansion of social media usage among adolescents has 

contributed to the multi-faceted role of guidance counselling in post-primary education. This 

literature review has emphasised the role of guidance in supporting adolescents’ personal 

(Weare 2015), educational (Ophir et al. 2009), and vocational needs (DES 2005). Owing to the 

sharp incline of social media usage there is a demand for up-to-date research and policy 

regarding support structures in the context of adolescent social media usage. There appears 

limited research surrounding guidance counsellors’ perceptions of supporting students’ 

wellbeing in the context of social media usage. The research aims to consider the perceived 

effects of social media usage on students’ wellbeing and gain a greater understanding of how 

students can be supported by guidance counsellors in this milieu. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

3.0 Introduction

A methodology chapter outlines the rationale for choosing the particular research paradigm, 

method of data collection and analysis to achieve the aims of the investigation. Methodology 

and research design correlate with principles expended upon to evaluate research (Bryman 

2012). The initiative to explore post-primary guidance counsellors’ professional experiences 

of supporting students’ wellbeing in the context of the current social media culture presents 

distinct methodological paradigms to choose from. Thomas (2017) distinguishes the two main 

and opposing paradigms as positivist and interpretivist. Positivist enquiries strive to attain 

information objectively and in a quantifiable manner. Interpretivist studies are concerned with 

individuals, examining the ways in which they link, qualitatively. Cohen et al. (2018) 

recommend that paradigm selection be directed by its suitability to the topic, which in this case 

was deemed to be interpretivist due to the reason outlined under 3.2.2 Rationale for Selecting 

Interpretivist Paradigm (Qualitative). 

The methodology chapter is divided into sections. Section one outlines the aim and primary 

and secondary research questions.  Second two offers a rationale for the paradigm selection. 

Section three considers the methodology supporting the investigation and examines the data 

collection and analysis methods. The final section outlines ethical considerations and addresses 

issues relating to validity, reliability and reflexivity.  

3.1 Research Questions

It is important to consider aims and objectives when formulating research questions (Basit 

2010). The aim and objectives prompt insightful questions which form the basis of the study. 

Matters arising from the literature review, accompanied by the researcher’s professional 

experience as a post-primary teacher led to the formulation of primary and secondary research 

questions. As the principal aim is exploratory, it concentrates on the acquisition of individual 

perspectives, therefore the research questions inspire the study to evolve (Agee 2009). Pryor 

(2010) stresses constructing research questions is particularly salient for qualitative research. 

Research questions therefore offer a foundation towards preparing and developing a fruitful 

study. 
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All research studies have a principal question guiding the study (Miles et al. 2014; Agee 2009). 

Hogan et al. (2007) warns of the arduous challenge in establishing a primary question and 

advises a rigorous literature review towards its formulation (Hogan et al. 2007; Bryman 2012).  

The researcher identified the main research question directing the study as: 

What are guidance counsellors’ experience of supporting adolescent wellbeing with regards 

to social media usage? 

The current social media culture permeates the lives of today’s adolescents, a phenomenon 

provoking several secondary research questions.

The secondary research questions intend to explore the experiences of guidance counsellors 

within the current social media culture and the perceived demand for professional development 

in that area. The following secondary research questions were identified:

I. What are the key implications of social media usage on adolescent wellbeing from 

guidance counsellors’ perspectives?

II. What measures do guidance counsellors put in place to support adolescent wellbeing 

within the current social media culture? 

III. What professional supports are available to guidance counsellors’ in relation to 

supporting adolescent wellbeing in the area of social media usage?

Secondary research questions will narrow the focus of the enquiry (Miles et al. 2013), enrich 

the title and captivate the relevance of the research for Irish post-primary guidance counsellors 

and the perceived implications.

3.2 Research Methodology

This section will address the research methodologies and paradigm most suitable to answer the 

research questions. Methodologies signify philosophies espoused by the researcher (Tight 

2003). The addition of ‘ology’, Pryor (2010) instructs, considers the thought process behind 
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the method and the means by which the research is conducted. The researcher is attaining 

knowledge and enhancing understanding, collating facts and constructing meaning to make 

sense of the researcher’s world (Walliman 2011). The word paradigm defines how one thinks 

about research and the world (Thomas 2017). Positivism and interpretivism represent the 

fundamental paradigms of quantitative and qualitative research (Braun and Clarke 2013). The 

current study demands evidence from post-primary guidance counsellors, the researcher 

therefore considered the subjects and environment of the study to inform the choice of 

paradigm. This section will outline the researcher’s rationale for selecting a qualitative method 

to underpin the research. Quantitative analysis is concerned with data in the form of numbers, 

utilising measured procedures to investigate properties (Walliman 2011). Qualitative is 

established on the premise that knowledge is perceived by individuals in a subjective way 

(Thomas 2017). The aim, objectives and research questions of the current study derive from a 

desire to understand guidance counsellors’ experience of supporting students’ wellbeing in the 

context of the current social media culture. Empirical data and objectivity underpinning 

quantitative studies render it an unsuitable paradigm. A qualitative approach, therefore, is the 

most appropriate method to guide the objectives. The research is concerned with guidance 

counsellors’ experiences, the experiences are personal to the individual and concerned with 

subjective understandings, therefore an interpretivist paradigm will underpin this study. 

3.2.1 Positivist Paradigm (Quantitative)

Quantitative research, grounded in the epistemological paradigm of positivism, is established 

on the premise that knowledge is acquired objectively (Thomas 2017). The researcher 

endeavours to gain information which can be analysed for objective findings.  A quantitative 

methodology can adopt from numerous approaches such as surveys, experiments, and 

structured observations (Thomas 2017). Positivist researchers remain unbiassed and detached 

from participants, consequently quantitative research maintains an objective outlook (Thomas 

2017).  

The positivist approach has been criticised. Cohen et al. (2018) regard positivism as restrictive, 

observing human nature as stagnant. Blaikie (2007) attests positivism as failing to account for 

social reality. Tuettemann (2003) outlines boundaries of quantitative research “fixed questions 

and set response options” (p.22). The current study endeavours to uncover experiences of 
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guidance counsellors (Merriam 2009; Kidd 2006), therefore qualitative was regarded more 

suitable.    

3.2.2 Rationale for selecting Interpretivist Paradigm (Qualitative)

Qualitative research, grounded in epistemological paradigm of interpretivism, is established on 

knowledge perceived by individuals subjectively (Thomas 2017). The aim and objectives of 

the research intend to reveal experiences of guidance counsellors’ who endeavour to support 

students’ wellbeing in the context of the current social media culture, therefore an interpretivist 

paradigm underpins this study. Experiences and thought processes are connected, as 

individuals experience life and thoughts qualitatively (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013). 

The interpretivist approach emphasises social interaction as the foundation of knowledge. 

Ultimately, researchers use social abilities to unveil how others understand their world 

(O’Donoghue 2007). 

The researcher aims to recognise guidance counsellors’ experiences.  The research questions 

are interested in gaining in depth experiences (Basit 2010), therefore qualitative is most 

suitable. Open-ended and exploratory approaches within interpretivism facilitates profound 

understandings of participants’ experiences of a phenomenon (Braun and Clarke 2013). The 

narratives of guidance counsellors may facilitate greater understanding of supporting students’ 

wellbeing in the context of the current social media culture. An investigation into the ways 

guidance counsellors make sense of their experiences (Savin-Baden and Major 2013) will 

supplement a gap for such interpretivist research in the context of adolescent wellbeing and the 

current social media culture.   

Limitations of interpretivism have been identified. The subjectivity of qualitative research 

encounters biases through human instruments. Tutteamm (2003) cautions of personal 

experiences impeding and influencing researchers’ preconceptions. Merriam (2009) therefore 

stresses the importance of researchers identifying their positionality by monitoring personal 

biases during collection and interpretation of data. Patton (1990) advises empathetic neutrality 

to support non-judgemental and open perspective. 
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3.3 Methods of Data Collection and Analysis

This section will outline data collection methods and provide an explanation of analysis 

techniques employed. Data collection enables researchers to pursue goals of research (Bogdan 

and Biklen 1992). 

3.3.1 Semi-Structured Interviews

At a preliminary stage, the researcher considered group interviews, focus groups and semi-

structured interviews as qualitative methods to gain insight into guidance counsellors’ 

experiences. Group interviews demand the researcher to facilitate and lead discussions 

(Thomas 2017). Focus group demands efforts to keep the participants “focused on the topic 

being discussed” (Johnson and Christensen 2020, p.195). The researcher explored potential 

advantages of eliminating time restraints through group interviews and focus groups, however 

“the potential for participants to influence each other” (Savin-Baden and Major 2013, p.389) 

overshadowed advantages of time efficiency. Structured interviews employ a limited set of 

response categories, however semi-structured interviews enable greater flexibility to probe and 

digress (Blee and Taylor 2002). Therefore, the researcher recognised semi-structured 

interviews as the most suitable methodology.

The research method initially intended was face to face semi-structured interviews. However 

due to social distancing restraints (DoH 2020) the researcher conducted the interviews via 

telephone. Telephone interviews have the desirability of reducing bias in the interviewee and 

researcher triggered by social traits (Gwartney 2007). 

An interview aims to collate descriptive data in the participants’ words, enabling insights into 

participants’ experiences (Bogdan and Biklen 1992). Interviews assist in the formulation of 

hypotheses pertaining to perceived gaps in literature. Furthermore, semi-structured interviews 

enable greater depth relating to the research topic (Cohen et al. 2018). The telephone semi-

structured interviews concentrated on guidance counsellors’ experiences of supporting 

students’ wellbeing and the experiences narrated by the sample of participants advanced the 
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research with valuable insights and in-depth understanding (Braun and Clarke 2013) into 

student wellbeing amid social media usage.

The choice of interview as a method demanded several considerations. The researcher reflected 

on possible biases which may occur and remained cognisant of positionality (Cohet et al. 

2011). Yin (2009) forewarns of some participants offering information they believe the 

researcher wants to recognise while also offering information which casts the participant in a 

greater light. Moreover, interviews may cost the researcher time while also demanding intense 

resource preparation (Savin-Baden and Major 2013). 

The interview framework (See Appendix B. Interview Framework) was guided by the research 

questions and areas of wellbeing, social media and guidance counsellors’ professional role 

emerging in the literature review. Basit (2010) advises employing several principal questions 

to direct the interaction and supplementary questions to probe participants. Semi-structured 

interviews afforded the opportunity to ask follow-up questions, avoiding rigidity (Thomas 

2013). Semi-structured interviews enable researchers to address research questions in a relaxed 

manner. Throughout the interview process the researcher took cognisance of O’Donogue’s 

(2007) point: while interviews are guided by questions previously formulated, the wording and 

ordering are not fixed. Participant responses are dependent on types of questions. Closed 

questions demand specific responses, open questions allow participants to respond from 

personal positions (Cohen et al. 2018). Merriam (2009) attests open ended questions uncover 

unique truths. 

The six interviews were conducted via telephone. Interview times varied. Upon completion of 

each interview the researcher took time to note nuances. 
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3.3.2 Access and Sampling

The research followed institutional ethical approval from the University of Limerick Research 

Ethics Committee on February 17th, 2020. 

Six interview participants were sourced through non-probability purposeful sampling 

(Merriam 2009; Patton 1990). The researcher recognises the difficulties of conducting research 

on a complete population of a group, therefore sampling becomes imperative (Merriam 2009). 

Research sampling can utilise convenience, purposive or random methods to access 

participants (Thomas 2017). The researcher acknowledges that purposive sampling does not 

represent wider populations, however the interviewees are suitable for the aim and objectives 

(Cohen et al. 2018). As the research is considered small scale, concerned with a small sample 

of guidance counsellors’ specific experiences, non-probability sampling was deemed most 

suitable (Basit 2010). 

The researcher directly engaged with guidance counsellors practicing in post-primary schools 

in the midland’s region of Ireland. Following ethical approval, the researcher contacted 

participants via telephone initially and later disseminated documentation detailing the research 

aim and consent forms via email (See Appendix C and D Research Information and Consent 

Form). Interview dates and times were arranged at the convenience of volunteers. Rapport was 

established by explaining the purpose of the study, highlighting the anonymity of volunteers’ 

responses (Johnson and Christensen 2020). The sample population comprised of two males and 

four female qualified guidance counsellors with diverging degrees of experience throughout 

the midland’s region of Ireland.

3.3.3 Data Analysis

Data analysis enables the researcher to make sense of data collected (Cohen et al. 2018). The 

“accessible and theoretically flexible” (Braun and Clarke 2006, p.77) approach of thematically 

analysing qualitative data inspired the researcher to employ this approach. Ibid. offer a six-

stage process of qualitative analysis, providing a helpful guide to analyse research questions 

and collated data (Patton, 1990). While the constant comparison, careful selection of quotations 
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and continual examination of transcripts involved rigor the researcher was able to immerse in 

the data (Thomas 2017).

The researcher recognised data analysis is interchangeable, with stages proceeding in a 

recursive manner. The six-phase process required (1) accustoming oneself with data, (2) 

engendering coding, (3) pursuing themes, (4) revising themes, (5) identifying themes and (6) 

generating findings (Braun and Clarke 2006). All interviews were audio-recorded using an 

electronic device. The researcher transcribed interviews according to exact wording and 

utilised the material as raw data for the inquiry. Qualitative data analysis establishes categories 

of participants’ experiences (Basit 2010). 

Categories establish foundations of qualitative data analysis, enabling researchers to 

comprehend collected data through emerging themes. The researcher grouped themes 

emerging from guidance counsellors’ experiences of supporting wellbeing in the current social 

media culture according to the headings (See Appendix E. Themes and Subthemes). Constant 

comparisons required a submergence of oneself in the data, comparing each aspect of the data 

collated with all other aspects (Thomas 2017). A thematic approach supported the researcher 

to immerse in the testimonies of guidance counsellors and highlight implications of emerging 

themes and their correspondence with literature (Bryman 2016). The researcher made notes 

along margins and implemented colour coding (See Appendix F. Colour Coded Data Analysis) 

to identify emerging themes. Specific quotations were detected demonstrating emerging points. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) posit emerging points should inform the reader. The researcher 

incorporated direct quotations and excerpts from the transcribed interviews to support 

credibility.  The researcher ascertained the rudimentary features of the research common to all 

participants (Johnson and Christensen 2020). Ibid. encourages researchers to persist beyond 

thematic analysis to avoid forfeiting important nuances and relationships in the data. An in-

depth discussion of the data collated and analysed is evident in the following chapter. 
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3.4 Validity and Reliability

Reliability and validity can be taxing within qualitative research. The researcher must remain 

cognisant of measures to uphold valid and reliable benchmarks. Qualitative validity requires 

establishing whether the data retrieved is an accurate account from the researcher and 

participants (Creswell and Creswell 2018). Cohen et al. (2018) classifies reliability as 

“dependability, consistency and replicability” (p. 199). Throughout the study the researcher 

utilised various approaches to ensure data and interpretations were presented in a sound and 

credible manner. 

For validity Lincoln and Guba (1985) advise qualitative researchers remain in the setting for 

prolonged periods; impart data and interpretations with participants; triangulate via multiple 

sources, methods and theoretical lenses; and consider outcomes with critical networks, cited in 

(Marshall and Rossman 2015).  The researcher utilised respondent validation (Cohen et al. 

2018) throughout the research to safeguard internal validity by e-mailing participants a copy 

of the interview transcripts to maintain accuracy. Minor adjustments were made based on their 

feedback. Internal validity poses challenges such as placing greater demands on participants' 

time, additionally, participants may relay information during an interview which they later 

regret.  Furthermore, Smyth and Holian (2008) caution internal researchers against the validity 

issue of possible corruption to data based on biased subjectivity. The researcher therefore 

carried out the six interviews with volunteer participants from post-primary settings beyond 

her current place of employment. 

For Reliability Miles et al. (2014) advise qualitative researchers to consider clarity of questions 

along with researchers’ role and status; equal data collection procedures; and avoidance of bias. 

The measurable components of reliability represent quantitative research, therefore Thomas 

(2017) queries its relevance within qualitative research. The current research retrieved data 

from semi-structured interviews and its findings were grounded in Guidance Counsellors’ 

individual experiences according to their world, therefore the researcher did not measure 

participants realities. 
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3.5 Ethical Considerations

The current research followed institutional ethical approval from the University of Limerick 

Research Ethics Committee on February 17th, 2020. Recognition of ethical behaviour is 

paramount in research (Wiles 2013; Thomas 2017). As a student-practitioner the researcher did 

not progress until ethical approval was granted. In addition, the researcher adhered to the 

Institute of Guidance Counsellors (IGC 2012) code of ethics and the NCGE (2008) research 

code of ethics, which stipulates the safeguarding of participants’ wellbeing and dignity. 

Paramount to the current study are the narratives of guidance counsellors. Lewis and Adeney 

(2014) instruct “researchers must respect the offering of these story gifts” (p. 171). 

Respectfully, the researcher supplied each volunteer with information pertaining to the research 

accompanied by consent forms (See Appendix C and D Research Information and Consent 

Form). Furthermore, the researcher made participants aware of their right to cease the interview 

and withdraw from the study at any point. 

An additional consideration was the confidentiality and anonymity of participants. Anonymity 

was safeguarded by personally transcribing data and applying pseudonyms to participants. The 

researcher remained cognisant of the cost-benefit ratio (Cohen et al. 2018). The cost to 

guidance counsellors volunteering information based on social media usage may challenge 

them on a personal and professional level. Equally they may benefit from the findings as there 

is an “increasing need for evidence-based research to inform career guidance practice” (Hearne 

2013, p.3). 

3.6 Reflexivity

The researcher exercised critical reflexivity throughout the study. Reflexivity can be defined 

as “systematically developing insight into your work as a researcher to guide your future 

actions” (Birks 2014, p.25). Qualitative research demands reflection prior to and during the 

study. The researcher benefited from a reflective journal (See Appendix A. Reflective Journal) 

as a written record of reflexivity, recording feelings and influences on personal opinions. The 

researcher acknowledged data collated could not be detached from the researcher, readers and 
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participants (Creswell and Poth 2018). Berg (2007) states reflexive researchers acknowledge 

they are part of the social world they investigate, cited in (Hennick et al. 2011). The researcher 

therefore recognised personal biases and subjective influences based on cultural and social 

views.

3.7 Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to discuss the methodological approach of the study. The 

proceeding chapter will present findings of the research through emerging themes from 

analysed data. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

4.0 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to state research findings from six semi-structured telephone 

interviews with post-primary guidance counsellors practicing in the midland’s region of 

Ireland. The chapter will ascertain the quintessential themes emerging from the research 

pertaining to guidance counsellors’ experience of supporting wellbeing in the current social 

media culture. To maintain the participants’ anonymity pseudonyms were applied to data. 

4.1 Participants

Figure 4.1 outlines background information of the six research participants. Each participant 

volunteered their age range, years of guidance counselling experience and background data of 

their school of employment. 

Figure 4.1 Profile of Research Population 

Participant 

Pseudonym Gender Age Range

Years’ 

Experience as 

G.C Type of School

Approximate 

Population of 

school

Maggie F 40-45 5+ All Girls 800+

Jim M 30-35 3+ Co-Ed 680+

Damian M 30-35 4+ Co-Ed 680+

Joan F 40-45 10+ All Boys 840+

Alma F 30-35 6+ Co-Ed 1050+

Orla F 40-45 3+ Co-Ed 1,200+

4.2 Context of Individual Participants

This section briefly describes the contexts of volunteering participants. 
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Maggie

Maggie is one of two guidance counsellors in a large single sex (female) post-primary school. 

She has been in the role of guidance counsellor there for over five years. Maggie job shares 

with one other guidance counsellor and described her division of the role as predominantly 

pertaining to the wellbeing and counselling aspects of guidance. 

Jim

Jim is the sole guidance counsellor in a medium sized mixed-sex post-primary school. He has 

been in the role of guidance counsellor there for over three years. Jim’s role is divided between 

all three aspects of personal, educational, and vocational support within guidance.

Damian

Damian is one of two guidance counsellors in a medium sized mixed-sex post-primary school. 

He has been in the role of guidance counsellor there for over four years. John’s role is divided 

between classroom-based teaching, delivering an eight-week rotated wellbeing programme as 

well as all three aspects of personal, educational and vocational guidance.

Joan

Joan is the sole guidance counsellor in a large single-sex (male) post-primary school. She has 

been in the role of guidance counsellor for over ten years in two different schools. Joan’s role 

is divided between first and second-year well-being and all three aspects of personal, 

educational, and vocational support within guidance.

Alma

Alma is one of three guidance counsellors in a large mixed-sex post-primary school. She has 

been in the role of guidance counsellor there for over six years. Alma’s role is divided between 

classroom-based teaching, well-being rotation modules and all three aspects of personal, 

educational and vocational guidance for second, transition and fifth year students.

Orla

Orla is one of two guidance counsellors in a large mixed-sex post-primary school. She has been 

in the role of guidance counsellor there for over three years. Orla’s role is divided between 

well-being senior cycle RSE and all three aspects of personal, educational, and vocational 

guidance.
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4.3 Themes

This section considers emerging themes and subthemes from analysed data.  

The semi-structured telephone interviews provided a platform for participants to describe their 

experience of supporting students’ wellbeing during the current social media culture. The semi-

structured interview questions remained open-ended and therefore generated considerable data. 

Data analysis disinterred themes and subthemes arising from the interviews.  The identified 

complex issues informed the themes discussed in the proceeding section. 

There are three dominant themes supported by subthemes emerging from the qualitative 

analysis, underscoring the important issues materialising from the research and subsequently 

empowering the researcher’s knowledge of the topic (see Figure 4.2). 

1. Perceived effects of social media on students’ wellbeing: positive and negative. 

2. Stakeholders responsible for supporting students’ wellbeing throughout the current 

social media culture. 

3. Support provisions available to guidance practitioners in the context of students’ 

wellbeing and social media usage.

Figure 4.2 Themes and Subthemes
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4.4 Perceived Effects of Social Media Usage on Students’ Wellbeing: Positive and 

Negative

The first overarching theme considers perceived positive and negative effects of social media 

usage on students’ wellbeing. The subthemes underscore the issues emerging within this theme 

and include friendships, bullying and addiction. 

4.4.1 Friendships: “sense of belonging”

A key observation from all participants was the value students’ place on social media towards 

friendships. “Online friends and [social media chat] rooms, where they can talk, are hugely 

important to them” (Alma). Participants agreed that social media provides a forum for students 

to identify with peers and form companionships, contributing to their “sense of belonging”, 

which, according to Alma “is really important”. 

However, participants noted as students’ endeavour to belong they engage in social 

comparative behaviour with others via social media which can lead to adverse effects on 

wellbeing:

“the likes of Instagram, their wellbeing will be quite diminished now they're 

comparing their lives to others, whether their friends have more followers or 

the amount of views they get on a video” (Jim).

Maggie refers to social media “selfies” as one example of students’ capacity to compare 

themselves to others, describing this phenomenon as students’ compulsive desire to “have 

something as good as or better” than others, implicating “how you look”, “where you were”, 

“who you’re with” and “what you were doing”. Moreover, Maggie sees it is “seeping into 

their everyday life” as they “subconsciously” compete with others. All participants expressed 

concern that comparative behaviours contribute to anxiety when “they weren't rated highly 

enough” (Joan). 

Most participants agreed there were some positive effects associated with social media. Joan 

affirms the support it offers vulnerable groups such as students with an “eating disorder”, who 

receive empathic understanding from “students who had gone through it”. Alma affirms the 
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“lifeline” it offers to the “LGBTI community”, describing it as a “hugely important” support 

for students who “don’t feel accepted”. Jim reiterates the “sense of belonging” social media 

brings to gamming students, formerly deemed as “an isolating type of hobby”. Maggie and 

Joan highlight academic supports through social media “if they missed a class or need to catch 

up on notes”. Moreover, Maggie identifies social media as a constant source “of comfort” for 

students experiencing difficulties:

“If things aren't going well at home or if there's something going on that they 

have access to their friends” (Maggie).

4.4.2 Bullying: “from a cyber point of view” 

A key issue emerging from participants was bullying “from a cyber point of view” (Damian). 

Participants considered social media as an additional forum for bullying, “another thing” 

students “have to deal with” (Maggie). All participants shared evidence of social media related 

bullying due to the proliferation of smartphones. Exclusion and isolation were reported by most 

participants. Maggie recalled supporting a first-year student excluded from a social media 

group:  

“she was left out of a WhatsApp group. So, it's just another forum for different 

forms of bullying, in that case she was excluded” (Maggie)

Joan recollected a similar incident involving a first-year student. She reflected on students 

“being made an example of” and the distress experienced:

“one particular boy targeted within a class group, he was very upset and he 

really did feel excluded and singled out, it was a really traumatic time for him” 

(Joan)

Orla shared a similar experience of supporting a first-year student who was victimised and 

singled out on a social media group for being a foster child, while Alma described a victim of 

social isolation whose social media account was sabotaged: 

“one of them hacked into another student's account. Then he proceeded to send 

nasty messages and all of these people were receiving messages, racist 

comments, nasty comments” (Alma).
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A prevalent concern for the participants were the overwhelming effects of social media related 

bullying on students’ wellbeing. Alma vividly described the impact:

“you've got the negative effects, obviously, that is a student has been victimised 

or has been singled out online, the feelings of anxiety, isolation, depression and 

even suicidal ideation” (Alma).

One participant highlighted that social media was exacerbating bullying, describing social 

media as a platform to coordinate fights. He depicted the grave pressure students succumb to 

when social media is used to share recordings of targeted victims. Depicting it “most scary”, 

he explained:

“They organize fights online, One of them more or less doesn't want to, but they 

feel immense pressure because it's been advertised on social media. Some of 

them will video it, they'll share that video, and that'll spread and they need to 

deal with the whole consequences” (Jim).

Maggie and Joan share similar perceptions that social media encourages “different forms of 

bullying”. Damian reflected on the “access students have to each other” as exceeding 

boundaries of time and space therefore “heightened the amount of bullying”. Most participants 

shared experiences of supporting students in the context of social media related bullying, such 

as the non-consensual sharing of images and videos. This phenomenon has increased the need 

to support students with self-management skills. Two participants highlighted an increase of 

senior cycle students “sharing of explicit images” (Alma and Orla). One participant recalls 

supporting a student to return to school following public humiliation of explicit images shared:

“a girl who posted a nude image of herself on the premise that who she was 

sending it to wouldn't send it to anybody else. And of course he did share it with 

a lot of other people in the class” (Orla).

Another participant reflected on the emotional impact non-consensual sharing of explicit 

videos has on students’ wellbeing, describing the student’s unease at the prospect of being 

exposed: 



33

“she was videoed... she felt that he was going to share them with her friends. 

And this caused huge anxiety for her” (Jim).

All participants agreed on the value students place on social media, and while some participants 

reported positive effects relating to its use, all participants agreed the overarching effects 

pertain to negative examples. 

4.4.3 Addiction: “there's no balance”

A strong subtheme emerging was students’ addictive relationship with social media and 

subsequent the perception “there’s no balance” (Jim) between students’ online and offline 

experiences. Most participants regarded the volume of time students spent on social media as 

having negative effects on wellbeing, thus a key concern was the need for students to “strike a 

balance” towards “positive healthy practices” (Joan). Participants’ illustrated the continual 

engagement students have with social media and its noticeable presence during school. Damian 

reflects on students’ compulsivity to continually engage with social media and its impact on 

social interaction:

“getting a message or a Snapchat or an Instagram during class, going out to 

the toilets to check it, break times, lunch times constantly on their phones. And 

it's all linked to social media we feel, and just that lack of personal interaction” 

(Damian)

Orla describes students “constantly looking down” at screens, reiterating while social 

media provides instant connections; it nevertheless contributes to poor personal 

interaction, describing it as a dependency and daily pursuit: 

 “they're all on it, nobody looks up, so there's no social engagements. Again, 

they get them at break times and at lunch times, even when I see them between 

classes, it's their goal too, it's a real crutch” (Orla). 

All Participants recognise the exponential growth of social media in students’ daily 

entertainment and social interaction. Most participants expressed concern that social media was 

“completely overtaking their life” (Jim). Participants recognised the challenge for students to 
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be completely present in a culture absorbed with social media, noting it “permeates so much of 

their lives” (Orla). Most participants identified students’ inability to balance time with social 

media with time engaging with “family” or “sports” (Joan). Maggie’s verbs “trying” and 

“find” echo participants’ perception of the effort students experience in their endeavour to 

balance online and offline experiences. Jim attributes students’ addiction, such as obsessing 

with peers’ social media posts, to negative academic and emotional wellbeing:

“they're getting bad reports. The reason being is that they're completely 

dependent on their phone, there's no balance there. And it can cause often a lot 

of anxiety as well, a lot of it is coming from what their friends have posted online 

during the weekend” (Jim). 

Some participants identified students’ dependence on social media as having a negative impact 

on sleep quality. Jim identifies sleep as fundamental to wellbeing and regular habits of checking 

social media throughout the night leads to sleep disturbances, impacting on emotional 

wellbeing, behaviour, relationships, and academic success:

“It's a huge effect on their wellbeing. I find, as a guidance counsellor, one of 

the basic necessities they need is sleep, that's been completely pulled away 

because they take their phones to bed probably till 10:30, 11:30. And then 

waking up during the night, going back on their phone again for another two or 

three hours. So, they're coming in with a lethargic energy being a bit more 

aggressive, fighting with parents, friends, and not performing as well at school” 

(Jim).

While all participants identified some positive effects pertaining to social media, the dominant 

perception related to negative impacts. 
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4.5 Supporting Students’ Wellbeing throughout the Current Social Media Culture

The second theme identifies the role parents, guidance counsellors and schools play towards 

supporting students’ wellbeing throughout the current social media culture.

4.5.1 Parental Support: “get a parent involved”

parent involvement and its impact on student development and learningparent involvement and its impact on student development and learningparent involvement and its impact on student development and learning
Each participant placed a strong emphasis on the importance of parental involvement towards 

supporting wellbeing amid social media usage. Alma encourages getting “a parent involved” 

to reinforce “safety” and “acceptable use”. Jim described social media as one of the “biggest 

challenges ever for parents” and specifies the importance of parents towards creating “a 

healthy routine” and “boundaries”:

“show them that it's a virtual world and not a real world, and they need to work 

on their real world by putting away that addictive process of using their phone 

all the time” (Jim).

Jim explains parents need to “block” and “monitor the apps” to safeguard wellbeing. Orla 

acknowledges parents require “a lot of guidance” towards “setting boundaries”. Joan suggests 

“parental vigilance” is vital; confiscating “phones off adolescents before they go to bed”. 

Damian reiterates “one of the best measures” towards supporting adolescents’ wellbeing amid 

social media use is maintaining contact with parents illustrating evidence suggesting its 

effectiveness:

“we hold talks for parents. 30% of the parents that didn't turn up that their child 

is the one who's getting bothered online or has been acting negatively towards 

another student” (Damian).

4.5.2 Role of Guidance Counsellor: “skills to manage social media”

All participants reported anxiety as one adverse effect relating to social media. Orla advocates 

supporting students with “skills to manage” social media use. Alma describes micro-skills she 

employs to support students. Part of “my job”, Alma explains, is to build “confidence”. She 

affords students with a “voice”, providing a “non-judgmental” space to “get everything off 

their chest”. Alma explains that demonstrating you are willing to “listen” allows the guidance 

counsellor to “gain the trust” of students. In addition, Alma reinforces that being “congruent” 
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encourages students’ receptiveness to advice on “consequences” and “acceptable use”, 

supporting them to gain “some control”. 

Jim explains he initiates personal counselling by posing an open question encouraging students 

to think about “their relationship with their phone” with the overall person-centred approach 

of supporting students “to help themselves”. Jim emphasises that as a guidance counsellor “the 

crisis has already arrived at my door” and therefore he has a duty of care to “listen”, “advise” 

and “tease” out the necessary action plan to support students experiencing “anxiety”. 

Additionally, Joan offers students an exploratory space to explore “the way they respond” and 

“react” to “certain situations” relating to social media. Damian explained his endeavour to 

support students’ comprehension of the “the impact” social media “addiction” has on their 

wellbeing and reiterates to “use it wisely”. 

 

4.5.3 Wellbeing Provision: “get them thinking about their wellbeing”

Participants’ agreed social media increases “general anxiety” (Maggie). Damian values “the 

importance of internet safety and social media” within “the wellbeing programme”. Jim 

suggests “time” and being constantly “connected” as some of the negative connotations 

affecting wellbeing. Thus, each participant “valued” (Damian) the provision of wellbeing and 

encouraging students towards “thinking about their wellbeing” (Alma). As noted by Joan 

“social media isn't going anywhere” and while each participant identified varied measures of 

wellbeing provision within their school, all participants had the same vocation to “support” 

(Maggie). Jim classifies “creating a resilience at a young age” as a fundamental wellbeing 

initiative in the context of social media use:

“it's a very important initiative these are life skills that you're trying to ingrain 

into children at a young age so they don't find themselves in dilemmas in the 

future, that they know how to handle it and have a coping skill for it” (Jim).

All participants agreed in the value of a whole school approach to supporting students’ 

wellbeing in the context of social media usage. 
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4.6 Provisions Available to Guidance Practitioners Supporting Students’ Wellbeing in the 

Context of Social Media Usage

The third theme examines the provisions available to guidance practitioners towards supporting 

students’ wellbeing in the current social media culture.

4.6.1 Policy: “no actual policy on social media usage”

While social media is a valuable resource for students, there are some risks identified pertaining 

to its use. To that end, it is significant to establish practitioners’ knowledge of the policies in 

place to support their practice in this area. A shared sentiment among all participants was “no 

actual policy on social media usage” (Jim). Participants recognised a demand for an 

independent policy as a means of protecting students and staff. Alma points out her school does 

not have a specific social media policy and concedes the interview highlighted the demand for 

a “student friendly” policy. Jim reports a visible presence of students’ use of social media “in 

class or in corridors”, however highlights his school does not have an independent social 

media policy, rendering “staff quite weary”, also acknowledging the interview has emphasised 

the need to “look at that within the school”. Maggie points out her school has no individual 

social media policy and points out that the school recently introduced a “no phone policy” due 

to the misuse of social media. Damian acknowledges no independent social media policy and 

points out “a policy” determining phones “non-visible between 8:00 and 4:30” was established 

in his school due to the “impact social media is having on our students”. Orla identified the 

absence of an individual social media policy and considered the current general policies as 

“antiquated”, believing the absence of an independent social media policy as pessimistic:

“there wouldn't be anything really in that around social media, which I think is 

a bit of a negative too, because it permeates so much of their lives. I think there 

should be something” (Orla). 
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4.6.2 Continual Professional Development: “you do your best, but is there better?”

It is judicious to examine practitioners’ experience of professional supports in the context of 

social media. Most participants shared an interest in the benefits of engaging with CPD in the 

context of students’ social media use, with one earnestly questioning “you do your best, but is 

there better?” (Alma). Orla was the only participant who engaged with CPD in this area, 

explaining she accessed it through the IGC and found it a “helpful” support. She identified 

feeling empowered towards supporting students’ wellbeing with knowledge of social media 

applications, acknowledging the importance of congruent connections with students. CPD 

supported her with language to communicate with students non-judgementally regarding 

positive and negative traits of social media usage:

“to be able to talk to them about it so that you're speaking to them in their 

language. So you can engage with them in that way and kind of coming around 

in that way looking at what are the good things about it, and then you can come 

at them in what do you think maybe the negative bits are about that app?” 

(Orla).

Alma acknowledged no “professional training or CPD around social media”, highlighting she 

has not “seen anything around social media” and concedes “if it was there, I'd definitely take 

it”. Jim confirms no knowledge of training and believes 

“when it comes to the social media, it's so diverse, it's so big, it changes so 

quickly. It'd be great if there was a course that showed us legalities around it, 

the best kind of protocol to put in suit if something does arrive at the school. 

But no, it's very challenging. I think it's one of the biggest challenges ever” 

(Jim) 

Maggie expresses confidence towards supporting “the emotional impact” social media places 

on students, however, points out that she would not “feel very confident” “with the technology 

aspect of it”. Joan acknowledges despite social media becoming “so advanced” she has no 

knowledge of training in this area. Damian is not aware of CPD, however he is definitive in his 

response “I think it’s something that’s increasing” and “needed actually”. 
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Most participants agreed in the value of implementing policy and CPD opportunities to support 

their practice pertaining to students’ social media usage. 

4.7 Summary of Findings

This chapter illustrates several key issues. All participants shared perceived negative effects of 

social media on students' wellbeing, while also highlighting a small number of positive effects. 

All participants concurred supporting students’ in the context of social media usage was 

paramount and required the provisions of parents, guidance counsellors and a whole school 

approach to wellbeing. The findings suggest an expressed concern that the implementation of 

a social media policy is necessary. Overall, most participants agreed to support students in the 

context of social media CPD in this field is relevant. 

4.6 Conclusion 

The findings from six semi-structured telephone interviews were presented. The researcher 

engaged with lived experiences of guidance counsellors within the post-primary sector 

(Thomas 2017). The findings from data analysed was presented using themes and sub-themes, 

emphasising central issues pertaining to the research topic.
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 5.0 Introduction 

The purpose of the discussion chapter is to contextualise the research findings from this study 

and to contrast the findings with relevant literature, guided by the research (Thomas 2017). It 

will examine the central themes which emerged in the data analysis and findings chapter. 

The key findings emerging from this research will now be critically considered in relation to 

relevant literature under the following thematic headings: 

� The Effects of Social Media Usage on Students Wellbeing

� The Role of the Guidance Counsellor in Supporting Students’ Wellbeing amid 

the Current Social Media Climate

� Provisions Available to Guidance Practitioners Supporting Students’ Wellbeing 

in the Context of Social Media Usage

5.1 The Effects of Social Media Usage on Students Wellbeing

The initial and predominant theme confirms the negative and positive effects of social media 

usage on students’ wellbeing, as identified in the literature review (Best et al. 2014; Morgan 

2018). While both positive and negative effects were identified, the overarching perceived 

effect identified pertained to negative consequences.  

While the participants of this study concurred that the negative impacts of social media use far 

outweigh the positive influences, the findings nevertheless validate literature suggesting social 

media is also correlated with positive effects on wellbeing. Best et al. (2014) recognise the 

support social media offers to students who experiment with identity formation and self-

disclosure. The findings from this study suggest social media as representing a lifeline and 

emphatic support for vulnerable students. Instant access to a wealth of social media support 

can “enhance belonging, psychosocial wellbeing, and identity development” (Allen et al. 2014, 

p.28). Moreover, Frith (2017) and Swist et al. (2015) infer adolescents with mental health 

issues view social media as a crucial source of encouragement. The findings of this study 

recognise the importance of cultivating positive attitudes relating to social media use. This is 
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in line with Valkenburg et al. (2017) who vindicate the role educators can play towards 

enhancing the wellbeing supports social media can elicit.  

The findings of this research present students’ social media usage as pertaining to significant 

negative wellbeing effects. Adolescence is a vulnerable period encompassing the social and 

emotional development of young people (Barry et al. 2017). To that end, an understanding of 

the effects of social media on wellbeing at this crucial stage is vitally important for guidance 

practitioners, who play a significant role in the provision of wellbeing supports (NCGE 2017).  

Willard (2007) identified exclusion as one category of cyberbullying, defining it as “pointedly 

excluding someone from/…/a group” (p.9). Moreover, ibid. explains “for teens 

exclusion/…/constitutes ultimate rejection” (p. 10). Correspondingly, the emotional impact of 

being left out of a group contributes to adolescents’ adverse experience of a fear of missing out 

(Cramer and Inkster 2017). Furthermore, the worry of missing out contributes to “deficits in 

mood and satisfaction with life” (Przybylski et el. 2013, p. 1842). The findings of this study 

reinforced the views that students experience feelings of depression relating to being excluded 

from social media groups. This correlates with Ma (2001) who regards “social ostracism” as a 

contributing factor to “low self-esteem and high social anxiety” (p. 353). 

This study indicates that the ability to strike a balance between life and social media poses 

difficulty on students as levels of obsessive social media behaviour increase. Cognisant of the 

potential harm compulsive social media engagement may inflict on adolescents, Cohen (2009) 

labelled it “Facebook Addiction” cited in (LaRose et al. 2011 p.59). Van Den Eijnden et al. 

(2016) suggests increased mental health and wellbeing issues derive from compulsive social 

media use. In addition, the DES (2013) acknowledge the prevalence and impact of social media 

use on adolescents’ mental health. This corresponds with the findings from this research which 

indicates increased levels of students’ anxiety pertaining to obsessive social media use and an 

inability to strike a healthy balance. Woods and Scott (2016) reported a similar correlation 

between adolescents’ emotional investment with social media use and greater levels of anxiety. 

Consequently, for many students, social media may be linked with anxiety and mood-related 

symptoms.
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The findings from this study suggest that social media has exposed students to idealised 

versions of other peoples’ lives. The increase in social comparative behaviour was a sentiment 

emerging within the study, highlighting students’ self-esteem as a perceived impact. This 

correlates with Edwards (2018), who forewarns of the prevalence of “heavily edited photos” 

and adolescents’ sense of inadequacy compared to “other people’s standards” (p. 59). In 

addition, social media has increased students’ desire to validate their self-concept through 

acceptance and general liking (Bazarova and Choi 2014). Notwithstanding, Vogel (2014) 

reports poorer self-esteem and self-evaluation are mediated by exposure to comparative 

behaviour on social media. The findings of this study validate such claims, identifying students’ 

self-esteem as impacted by followers, views, and comments on social media accounts. 

Ominously, this compares to Cramer and Inkster (2017) who caution against the “anxiety 

disorders” of “self-consciousness, low self-esteem and the pursuit of perfection” (p. 8) which 

idealistic expectations deriving from social media platforms place on students. 

This study suggests that the quality of students’ sleep is impacted by social media engagement 

with subsequent effects on wellbeing. This is corroborated by Cramer and Inkster (2017) who 

testify that “sleep and mental health are tightly linked” (p.9). The findings imply students tend 

to engage with social media at varying hours of the day and night. A trend verified by Power 

et al. (2017) who state that one in five adolescents wake during the night to check social media, 

instigating constant exhaustion during school. The findings implicate that sleep deprivation is 

impacting on students’ performance at school. Glazzard and Mitchell (2018) recognise poor 

sleep quality as having a “detrimental effect on young people’s engagement in lessons” (p. 34). 

Moreover ibid. correlate social media usage with poor sleep quality and the consequential 

impact on academic progression. 

At its most intense state, social media related bullying has been associated with anxiety, 

depression, self-harm and suicide (Edwards 2018). Pinker (2014) asserts that social media can 

be “used as a tool to prey on others” with the intention of conveying “power and contempt” (p. 

186). Equally, the findings of this study suggest that supporting students who have fallen prey 

to various forms of social media related bullying is often part of guidance counsellors’ practice 

as, all participants have had such experience. Each participant shared traumatic descriptions of 

students who experienced negative and intimidating messages, images and videos being shared 
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with a wider audience via social media accounts. Glazzard and Mitchell (2018) present similar 

issues prevalent to social media related bullying. First and foremost, ibid raise concerns relating 

to the impossibility of escaping victimisation with the advent of smart phones. Ibid. extends a 

further concern relating to the “public domain” who witness and repeatedly forward abusive 

messages, images and videos subjecting victims to multiple experiences of abuse and resulting 

in “further psychological distress” (p. 49). An attitude also identified in the findings. Myers 

and Cowie (2019) identified negative impacts such as self-esteem, psychosocial development, 

mental health, and academic achievement associated with intentionally embarrassing a student 

by posting intimate photos of them without consent. Subsequently, for many adolescents the 

sharing of intimate images and videos denote potential harmful and long-term impacts on the 

target.

 

5.2 The Role of the Guidance Counsellor in Supporting Students’ Wellbeing amid the 

Current Social Media Climate

Adolescents account for the most vulnerable cohort in society (Foxx et al. 2017). Friends and 

peer groups become a salient component during this developmental period. In their pursuit for 

independence teenagers begin to separate from their family. Moreover, fostering healthy 

friendships and social skills allows adolescents to nurture their overall well-being (Dooley et 

al. 2019).  It stands to reason that the immediate-access function of social media accounts has 

become an important extension of adolescents’ lives. Being connected, according to Parks 

(2011), fosters purpose, belonging and attachment. Interestingly, however, the consensus 

which emerged from the findings of this study emphasise the important role parents play 

towards reinforcing the wellbeing supports practitioners implement in the current social media 

culture. 

 

The findings were unanimous in stressing parental involvement as vital towards encouraging 

healthy social media practices. Santrock (2019) identifies the challenges developmental tasks 

place on adolescents and therefore reinforces the importance of “support from adults who care 

deeply” (p. 339). Moreover, the NCCA (2007) and DES (2009) recognise guidance 

counsellors’ pivotal role towards encouraging parental awareness in their endeavour to support 



44

adolescents’ development. Additionally, Hayes and Morgan (2011) posit that the views of 

“parents need to be taken into account” (p. 7). A shared sentiment arising from the findings 

was a growing demand for parental support pertaining to acceptable use and boundaries 

regarding social media use. On the other hand, Edwards (2018) forewarns that “boundaries” 

“may only serve to push them [adolescents] further away and increase their retreat into the 

virtual world” (p.9). Nevertheless, the findings suggest that liaising with parents is a valuable 

source of proficient practice towards positive social media behaviours. While Glazzard and 

Mitchell (2018) recognise the importance of establishing school-parent relationships regarding 

adolescents’ social media use, they also recognise the importance of exhibiting core skills such 

as empathy and a non-judgemental approach while building effective relationships, 

alternatively parents may “perceive that the school is monitoring their parenting skills” (p. 87).  

Moreover, McCormack (2017) advise that adolescents need support pertaining to social media 

engagement to support emotional wellbeing. Furthermore, ibid. highlights the importance of 

supporting adolescents to build strength, resilience, and confidence towards managing social 

media content, advise evident within the findings of this study. 

Personal counselling has become a fundamental component of guidance counselling in the 

post-primary sector (Hearne and Galvin 2014). In a culture steeped in social media interaction, 

guidance counsellors’ responsibility towards enhancing adolescents’ wellbeing has become 

more salient (Hennigan 2019). There are growing concerns pertaining to the perceived impact 

of social media use on wellbeing contributors such as physical activity and human interaction 

(Morgan 2018; Best et al.2014). Adolescents have become known as “digital natives” 

encompassing the first generation embodying digital forums as their primary means of 

interaction (Prensky 2001 p.1). With social media users increasing by almost ten percent each 

year (Smart Insights 2019), the findings of this study suggest that guidance counsellors are 

tasked with supporting students with skills to manage their relationship with social media. This 

is in line with departmental advice which recognises the variety of influences adolescents are 

challenged with thus self-management skills has become pertinent towards the attainment of 

wellbeing (DES 2015; DES 2006). The participants’ narratives reflected on the importance of 

core counselling skills such as empathy and listening skills as a means of promoting and 

supporting positive wellbeing throughout the current social media culture. With rising levels 

of social media misuse (DES 2013a) and a consequential increase in levels of anxiety (Fortune 

2016), access to personal counselling has become a critical support acceptable use and possible 
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consequences relating to misuse. Accordingly, a person-centred approach within a guidance 

setting offers students a safe space to explore their anxieties (Reid and Westergaard 2011; 

Hough 2006). As anxiety was identified as a prominent impact within the findings of this study, 

it is fitting that core counselling skills were identified as an important resource to support 

students with management skills to in the context of social media use. However, it was noted 

in the findings that time restraints within a heavily populated school can impede the supportive 

measures one-to-one guidance sessions endeavour to provide. A sentiment shared by Hearne 

et al. (2016) who vindicate the pressure time constraints impose on a whole school approach 

to guidance. 

According to the World Health Organisation (2001), wellbeing enables individuals to cope 

with the natural stressors of everyday life. The DES (2013b) whole school guidance approach 

to the provision of wellbeing aims to enrich adolescents’ control, resilience, and ability to cope 

with mental health stressors such as the negative effects associated with social media use. 

Accordingly, the findings of this study placed merit on the wellbeing programme within the 

whole school approach to guidance. Fittingly, the participants of this study recognised the 

prominence of supporting students’ wellbeing amid social media use. The findings closely 

align with the work of the NCCA (2011) framework, which recognised the value of wellbeing 

against the disconcerting situations young people may experience as they transition into 

adulthood. Moreover, adolescents’ behaviours and circumstances have been intricately linked 

with unwavering effects later in life (McDool et al. 2016). With the advent of smartphones, 

adolescents’ permanent access to social media has increased obsessive behaviour through 

regular posting and monitoring social media updates (Boyd 2014). Research suggests that 

continuous social media multitasking renders negative implications on areas such as 

information processing, memory, learning and retention (Ophir et al. 2009). In addition to the 

normal pressures associated with adolescence, the accelerating pace of social media has 

amplified issues such isolation, dependency, and cyberbullying (Weare 2015). An important 

caveat for educators, who are responsible for safeguarding the wellbeing of adolescents and 

tasked with assisting students to develop new perspectives towards recognising the difference 

between their online and offline worlds (Homayoun 2018). Concurrently, the findings of the 

study recognised guidance counsellors’ role within the wellbeing programme towards 

supporting students’ life skills such as resilience, confidence, balance, and belonging in the 

context of social media use. Ultimately, social media holds an important place in adolescents’ 
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daily lives, thus promoting student’s social media resilience supports them to manage and 

navigate their use safely (Edwards 2018). 

5.3 Provisions Available to Guidance Practitioners Supporting Students’ Wellbeing in the 

Context of Social Media Usage

A supportive school climate sets out clear expectations with a strong sense of affirmative 

disciplinary boundaries (GoI 2000). Policies respond to the changing needs of its school 

community by outlining the responsibilities of each member, specifying the scope of acceptable 

behaviour and the applicable consequences (DES 1999). While some scholars identify social 

media as a source of encouragement (Best et al. 2014), schools, in their endeavour to promote 

wellbeing, must promote a safe environment for students through a whole school policy on 

social media with the consultation of students, parents and staff (Glazzard and Mitchell 2018). 

However, a concern highlighted in this study was the absence of an independent social media 

policy. In 2018 the Department of Education and Skills recognised smart phones as an integral 

facet of adolescents’ lives. While it is accepted as a positive advancement, there are concerns 

pertaining to risks associated with misuse, abuse, and overuse. Adolescents require direction 

to become good digital citizens (Edwards 2018). To that end, schools are advised to implement 

a whole school policy pertaining to the use of smartphones. Moreover, relevant policies “may” 

contain “Data Protection Policy, to include reference to the use of images and social media” 

(DES 2018). While the findings suggest there are sections pertaining to social media within the 

anti-bullying, mobile phone or ICT policies, the findings nevertheless proposed that the current 

policies were too exhaustive and outdated. In order to respond to the challenges and 

opportunities of social media on wellbeing, Swist et al. (2015) counsel that policy makers and 

educators “require new approaches” (p. 11) towards a comprehension of how young peoples’ 

lives are transforming in the context of social media. The findings of this study revealed 

negative connotations towards the absence of an independent social media policy. Furthermore, 

to support and strengthen adolescent’s social media use, Homayoun (2018) attests that a 

schools’ social media policy must be responsive and therefore advises incorporating the three 

Ss of “Socialisation, self-regulation and safety” (p.15). With effect such measures support 

positive healthy practices identified as a perquisite of wellbeing supports.   
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CPD has become an integral component of educationalists’ enhancement (Allison 2014). The 

findings from this study identified social media as diverse and challenging, recognising CPD 

in this context as relevant and necessary. According to Goodyear et al. (2018) educators 

responsible for adolescents’ wellbeing must be assisted in their endeavour to “support young 

people to use social media safely” (p. 2). The findings from this study have highlighted some 

of the negative effects social media can have on students’ wellbeing, such as bullying, sleep 

deprivation and exclusion. Thus, the findings present a need for CPD to support practitioners’ 

to keep abreast. Accordingly, Glazzard and Mitchell (2018) attest that schools must adopt a 

holistic attitude to address issues associated with social media and wellbeing. Moreover, ibid. 

recommends “all staff will need training on the impact of social media use on” “young people’s 

mental health” (p.113). While Edwards (2018) recognises the importance of incorporating 

strategies which clearly set “out the boundaries for social media use within your classroom” 

(p. 83). 

The Teaching Council (2011) recognises the need for improvement regarding CPD towards 

safeguarding the growth and improvement required within the education system. To this end, 

while the findings suggested a lack of knowledge pertaining to CPD in this area, despite 

recognising its necessity, it was identified that CPD was available through the Institute of 

Guidance Counsellors. Furthermore, the findings identified the knowledge of social media’s 

functionality and the language pertaining to its use ascertained through this CPD as beneficial 

wellbeing supports. Barber and Mourshed (2007) verify the advanced progression continual 

professional development brings to educators and the subsequent positive influence educators 

have on student outcomes.
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5.4 Conclusion

This chapter discussed the three overarching themes which emerged from exploring the 

narratives of six guidance practitioners who shared their experience of supporting students’ 

wellbeing throughout the current social media culture.  The themes were studied through the 

critical context of relevant literature, subsequently highlighting several key insights. 

The findings present a demand from practitioners for the establishment of independent social 

media policies within the post-primary education sector.  In addition, practitioners identified 

the need for a greater alliance between schools and parental involvement towards supporting 

students’ wellbeing amid social media usage. Conclusively, the findings present a gap in the 

knowledge of continuous professional development opportunities available to practitioners in 

the context of student’s social media usage. 

This chapter considered the attitudes and experiences of guidance practitioners supporting 

students’ wellbeing amid social media usage and subsequently brought to the fore possible 

modifications required within this context.  

Chapter six will conclude the research and identify the strengths and limitations of the study. 

It will present the overall conclusions of the study while outlining possible recommendations 

for future policy and practise.  
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6.0 Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overall conclusion of the study within the context 

of the aims and objectives which guided the research. The chapter will assess the merits and 

limitations of the research study while also outline possible recommendations for future policy 

and practice in this field. 

6.1 Overview of Findings

The overarching aim of the research study was to explore post-primary guidance counsellors’ 

experiences and perceptions of the effects of social media usage on adolescent wellbeing. The 

subsequent objectives aimed to gain a greater understanding of the possible implications of 

social media usage on student wellbeing and gain sound knowledge of guidance counsellors’ 

experience of supporting adolescent wellbeing with regards to social media usage. 

Although the literature pertaining to adolescent wellbeing regarding social media usage proved 

bounteous, there appears a knowledge gap concerning guidance counsellors experience of 

supporting student wellbeing within this context. Fundamentally, the experiences narrated by 

a sample of Irish post-primary guidance counsellors elucidated three principle themes emerging 

from the analysed data: the perceived effects of social media on students’ wellbeing, the role 

guidance counsellors play in supporting students’ wellbeing in the context of social media and 

provisions available to guidance practitioners regarding supports for students’ wellbeing amid 

social media usage. 

6.1.1 Perceived Effects of Social Media 

Participants of this study identified perceived correlations between social media use and 

negative wellbeing outcomes such as anxiety, isolation or exclusion, sleep deprivation and 

bullying. A worrying trend taking into consideration Espinoza’s (2015) definition of wellbeing 

as constituting the absence of anxiety. Students’ burgeoning use of social media appears to 

have raised concerns for the guidance participants who endeavour to combat the perceived 

negative challenges and effects of social media use in their daily practice. In view of the 

testimonies from the participants of this study, social media use can be linked to negative 

wellbeing outcomes, accordingly researchers’, educators and policy makers need to devote 

greater consideration to understanding factors associated with social media usage and ways to 

assuage negative wellbeing outcomes within this context. The impact of social media on 
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students’ mental health and wellbeing and the proportion of time students devote to social 

media use warrants it critical to integrate it in mental health literacy (Bergsma 2011). 

Therefore, the current research provides an insight regarding the imperative efforts to recognise 

social media within wellbeing guidelines.

6.1.2 Guidance Support in the Context of Social Media and Student Wellbeing

The findings of this study indicated that guidance allocated hours are regularly expended upon 

to support students’ wellbeing in relation to negative effects permeating from social media 

usage. This correlates with recent research which attests to the accelerated reports of mental 

health issues arising from students’ use of social media and increasing the demand to regularly 

safeguard students’ wellbeing (Everri and Park 2018; ASCL 2018; Orben and Przybylski 

2019). The “risk perceptions” (Everri and Park 2018) associated with students’ social media 

use necessitate recognition within school policy frameworks to enhance students’ wellbeing 

supports. Glazzard and Mitchell (2018) emphasise the critical role educators play in supporting 

adolescents’ safe and responsible use of social media. Moreover, ibid. suggests a progressive 

whole school approach to a establishing a social media code of conduct. 

The overarching consensus emerging from the study was the negative wellbeing connotations 

relating to social media use overshadowing the positive impacts. The participants of this study 

viewed social media as contributing to wellbeing challenges within the school environment. 

Moreover, guidance resources are respectively meeting the increased demands of students’ 

negative social media experiences. This finding corroborates with recent findings which 

suggest that students’ access to social media is having a daily impact on wellbeing experiences 

and therefore posing an additional challenge for educators (Nohilly and Tynan 2019). Inspired 

by Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development, Awartani and Looney (2015) 

posit a system-based approach to supporting student wellbeing. As educators occupy the 

students’ microsystem, they bestow an important influence over adolescents. Ibid. also 

acknowledge social media as a dimension of students’ microsystem, categorising it as a techo-

subsystem; emphasising that a holistic approach towards supporting wellbeing recognises the 

eminence of social media in adolescents’ lives. While the NCCA (2017) advise a flexible and 

autonomous approach to schools’ development of wellbeing programmes, the participants of 

this study represented divergent approaches towards programme designs, with a lack of focus 

and emphasis on social media components. This emphasises potential for schools to implement 
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greater wellbeing strategies, reflecting and responding to the particular needs of students with 

a greater emphasis on the role and prominence social media enacts in their lives. 

6.1.3 Social Media and Wellbeing Support Provisions Available to Guidance Practitioners

The findings from this study highlight the vast adoption of social media use among young Irish 

post-primary students and the high velocity of variations, modifications and updates of social 

media platforms shaping their experiences. As noted by the participants of this study and 

vindicated by recent research, regular use of social media creates “anxiety, depression and sleep 

problems” (Ortiz-Ospina 2019, p.1). 

Ultimately, the participants of this study expressed concerns pertaining to the challenges of 

keeping abreast with the incessant deviations social media platforms offer while most 

considered continual professional development in this field was vital and relevant. Glazzard 

and Mitchell (2018) posit that educators play a critical role in supporting adolescents safe and 

responsible use of social media while Homayoun (2018) further postulates that students need 

social and emotional support from educators who are proactively confident with confounding 

and overwhelming social media related issues. Participants expressed an interest in developing 

skills and competencies to navigate the challenges social media usage poses on adolescents’ 

wellbeing. Students need support to reflect on, recognise and interpret the feelings and 

emotions arising from social media engagement from competent social media and wellbeing 

supports (Knutson 2018). However, the participants of this study illuminate to a gap in 

continued professional development opportunities in this field. 

The participants of the study also recognise a gap in up-to-date policy developments within 

their professional place of work relating to social media use. The increased risks associated 

with social media usage demand “urgent interest from policy makers” (Yang 2016, p. 88). One 

of the key issues that emerged in relation to social media policies were concerns pertaining to 

non-decipherable and redundant versions of social media use. Homayoun (2018) advise the 

establishment of social media policy frameworks based on contemporary trends and a 

comprehensive consideration of social media culture determined by a collaborative advisory 

committee comprising of students, parents, and educators. This highlights the possibility for 
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schools to engage in continued efforts to update policy frameworks in the context of social 

media usage towards ensuring safe and responsible use while also providing guidance and 

direction on social media related issues impacting on students’ wellbeing.

6.2 Strengths and Limitations of the Research

A significant strength of this interpretivist study were the insights, experiences, and perceptions 

of experienced guidance counsellors within various post-primary settings stimulated from data 

relating to wellbeing supports in the context of students’ social media usage (Cohen et al. 2018; 

Thomas 2017). The researcher acknowledges that this is a small-scale study rendering its 

transferability as limited, however it nonetheless provides insights which may be built upon. 

Additionally, the rich narrative data generated from this study addressed a critical topic which 

appears under-researched from guidance counsellors’ perspectives. The practical and 

contextual findings contribute to a greater understanding of the emphasis placed on adolescent 

wellbeing evident in recent policy documents (NCCA 2017; DES 2018b). The findings have 

highlighted some critical issues piloting possible recommendations as outlined in the 

proceeding section. 

The researcher initially endeavoured to enter and personally engage with the lived realities of 

post-primary guidance counsellors through face-to-face semi structured interviews (Bryman 

2012; Thomas 2017). However, emergency health measures arising from the Covid-19 

pandemic prohibited the researcher’s access to interview participants and the method of data 

collection transferred to remote data collection through telephone interviews. While Carr and 

Worth (2001) attest to the versatility of telephone interviews as a means of retrieving data, a 

limitation also occurs in addressing digital literacy issues. Additionally, qualitative research 

may instigate researcher bias and misconstruction of data (Cohen et al. 2018). Conversely, the 

researcher engaged in reflective journaling (See Appendix A. Reflective Journal) to limit 

preconceptions (Braun and Clarke 2013).
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6.3 Recommendations

Anchored in the findings of this study the researcher suggests the following recommendations 

in the context of future guidance and wellbeing related policy, practice, and research:

 Guidance counsellors play a pivotal role as part of the whole school approach towards 

protecting and promoting the mental health and wellbeing of students (NEPS 2013). In 

their endeavour to enhance guidance counsellors’ remit of supporting students’ 

personal and social needs, schools should consider updating and enriching social media 

policy frameworks based on up-to-date developments, regulated by an advisory 

committee including parents, students, and educators. This may provide an opportunity 

to safeguard students’ wellbeing while also inform and advise the whole school 

community on the safe and responsible use of social media.

 Guidance counsellors strive to confidently support the social and emotional needs of 

students. As such, there is a need for transparent and consistent opportunities for 

guidance practitioners to engage in continuous professional development pertaining to 

adolescents’ social media usage and its subsequent effects on wellbeing. This will offer 

constructive prospects for guidance practitioners to develop skills and competencies 

towards navigating the challenges social media usage poses on adolescents’ wellbeing. 

 Guidance counsellors strive to collaborate with parents in their endeavour to support 

adolescents’ wellbeing. As this topic appears severely under researched, further 

research is recommended to gain a richer comprehension of the perceived effects of 

social media on adolescents’ wellbeing. For example, a longitudinal study could 

attempt to measure the value and impact of the supportive role parents play in 

conjunction with guidance counsellors towards protecting adolescent wellbeing. 

6.4 Reflection on Personal Learning 

Research enriches professional practice (Thomas 2017). This research provided insightful 

opportunities to enhance reflexive practice and broaden the researcher’s knowledge as a trainee 

guidance counsellor. The data retrieved provided opportunities for the researcher to reflect on 

possibilities for future policy, practice and research regarding adolescent social media use and 

wellbeing outcomes.  The examination of post-primary guidance counsellors’ perceptions and 

experiences of students’ social media usage in the context of wellbeing complements previous 
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research findings and enhanced new and greater insights that may support stakeholders’ 

practices. 

6.5 Conclusion  

This chapter has provided a conclusion to the research with an outline of the key findings 

relating to the primary aim and objectives of the study. Furthermore, it focussed on the 

strengths and limitations of the research, offering recommendations for future policy, research, 

and practice, concluding with personal learning arising from the research.
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Appendix B Interview Framework

Interview Questions

Intro/Background

1. How long have you worked as a guidance counsellor in a post-primary school?

2. How would you describe the student population of this school?

Social media use and wellbeing

3. Does adolescent’s use of social media present itself throughout your daily practice? 

Can you elaborate on that?

4. What is your experience of the effects, if any, of social media on adolescent’s 

wellbeing?

5. Is there a balance of both positive and negative effects from social media usage on 

adolescent’s wellbeing?

Guidance counselling and social media usage

6. Can you tell me about the most common guidance needs of adolescent’s in relation to 

social media usage? 

7. Are you aware of any incidents relating to social media throughout your practice? Can 

you elaborate on your experience of the incidents and how they impacted on the 

wellbeing of those involved? 

8. What guidance interventions would you use if a social media issue emerged? Have you 

ever had to refer a student in this context? Can you elaborate?

Guidance Counselling and the Wellbeing Programme:

9. What is your involvement with the wellbeing programme?

10. In your view is wellbeing an important initiative in post-primary schools? Why/not?

Professional Supports

11. Do you feel competent in supporting the challenges adolescents face in the current 

social media culture? What are the challenges?

12. Are you aware of any training available in this area?

13. Do you see value in availing of training in this area?

14. Are there policies in your school regarding social media?

15. In your experience are the policies effective? Can you elaborate? 
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16. In your opinion, what initiative or improvements could be made to the current wellbeing 

programme to support adolescents in the context of social media? 

Finally

Thank you for giving me this valuable opportunity to gain a greater insight into supporting 

adolescent’s wellbeing needs in the context of the current social media culture. I greatly 

appreciate the time you have afforded me today. 

17. Are there any questions you would like to ask me?

18. Are there any additional points you would like to raise? 
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Appendix C Research Information 

Volunteer Information Letter 

Date: 23rd February 2020

EHSREC no. 2020_02_45_EHS (ER)  

Research title: An exploration of post-primary guidance counsellors’ professional 

experiences of supporting student’s wellbeing in the context of the current social media 

culture

 

Dear Guidance Counsellor,

I am a student of the MA in Guidance Counselling and Lifespan Development programme in 

the School of Education, University of Limerick, under the supervision of Dr. Petra Elftorp I 

am undertaking a research study on a topic related to guidance counselling.

In my research I aim to explore the topic of student’s wellbeing in the context of the current 

social media culture. In order to gather information on the topic I would appreciate if you 

would agree to participate in a face-to-face audio-taped interview.  The interview will take 

approximately 45-60 minutes and be held in a confidential location agreeable to you. 

All information gathered will be held in the strictest of confidence and pseudonyms will be 

used to ensure anonymity.  Interviews will be audio tape recorded and the data will be 

destroyed after the analysis process.  Participation in the study is voluntary and participants 

can withdraw from the research at any time prior to the data analysis phase.  The results from 

this research study will be reported in my final dissertation and may also be disseminated 

through other professional publications and conferences. 

The collected data will be stored in a secure location approved by the University of Limerick.  

It is important to note that your name will not be used in the reporting of the research.  If you 
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have any queries or require further any further information on the research study, please 

contact me or my supervisor:

Researcher: Caroline Glynn Supervisor: Dr. Petra Elftorp

Number: 0860620800 Number: 0857034972

 

UL Email address: 18130119@studentmail.ul.ie   UL Email address/es: 

petraelftorp@live.com

This research has received Ethical approval from the Education and Health Sciences 

Research Ethics Committee (2020_02_45_EHS (ER).  If you have any concerns about this 

study and wish to contact someone independent you may contact:

Chairman Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee

EHS Faculty Office

University of Limerick

Tel (061) 234101

ehsresearchethics@ul.ie

mailto:18130119@studentmail.ul.ie
mailto:petraelftorp@live.com
mailto:ehsresearchethics@ul.ie
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RESEARCH PRIVACY NOTICE
(UL template Version 3:  05-07-19)

This Privacy Notice governs the use and storage of your personal data by the 
University of Limerick (the University). The processing of this data is carried out in 
accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) / Data Protection 
Acts 1988-2018 (“Data Protection Law”) and in accordance with this Data Protection 
Privacy Notice. The University is the Data Controller for personal data we process 
about you. 

The purpose of this Data Protection Privacy Notice is to explain how the University 
uses and processes personal data we collect and hold about you as a research 
participant (“you”, “your”). This notice extends to all your personal data as defined 
under Article 2(1) of the General Data Protection Regulation (EU) 2016/679.

1. Title and Purpose of the research project

1.1 [An exploration of post-primary guidance counsellors’ professional experiences of 

supporting student’s wellbeing in the context of the current social media culture. The 

purpose of the research project is to gain a greater understanding of guidance 

counsellors’ experience of supporting adolescent wellbeing in the context of the current 

social media culture and identify possible professional development needs in this area.]

2. Research Ethics Committee

2.1 Ethical approval was granted by the EHS Research Ethics Committee on [17th 
February 2020].

3. Identity of the Data Controller(s)

3.1 The Data Controller/Joint Controllers is/are:

 University of Limerick, Plassey, Limerick.

4. Identity and Contact Details of the Data Protection Officer of the Data 
Controller(s)/

4.1 You can contact the University of Limerick’s Data Protection Officer at 
dataprotection@ul.ie or by writing to Data Protection Officer, Room A1-073, 
University of Limerick, Limerick.  

5. The Identity of the Principal Investigator 

mailto:dataprotection@ul.ie
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5.1 The Principal Investigator for this Research Project is [Principal Investigator: 
Dr. Lucy Hearne, course director of MA Guidance Counselling and Lifespan 
Development, School of Education. Supervisor: Dr. Petra Elftorp]. 

6. Why the University Holds Your Personal Data

6.1 The University must process your personal data in order to undertake research 
relating to [guidance counsellors’ professional experiences of supporting student’s 

wellbeing in the context of the current social media culture]

7. Research Participant Personal Data held by the University

7.1 You provide us with your personal data to enable us to undertake the 

research project. Participation in this research project is voluntary and participants 

may withdraw without giving any reason.  Should you wish to withdraw you may do 

so by contacting the Principal Investigator at [Lucy.hearne@ul.ie / 

petraelftorp@live.com

] or writing to him/her at [Dr. Lucy Hearne, School of Education, University of Limerick].

7.2 The categories of personal data collected/recorded may include: 

EXAMPLES: Name, Address (Term), Email

8. Lawful Basis for University Processing Personal Data 

8.1 Data Protection Law requires that the University must have a valid lawful basis 
in order to process personal data. 

8.2 The University will rely on your explicit consent in order to process your 
personal data for research purposes. Consent must be freely given, specific, 
informed and an unambiguous indication of your wishes by which you (by a 
statement or by a clear affirmative action) signify agreement to the processing 
of personal data relating to you. Your decision not to consent will have no 
adverse consequences for you.

8.3 You are free to withdraw this consent and you can do so by contacting the 
Principal Investigator at the following email address [insert email address].

9. Protecting Your Personal Data

9.1 Reasonable appropriate administrative, technical, personnel procedural and 
physical measures are employed to safeguard Personal Data against loss, theft 
and unauthorised uses access, uses or modifications. 

9.2 All researchers of the University must adhere to the University’s Data Protection 
Policy when processing Personal Data on behalf of UL (available at 

mailto:petraelftorp@live.com
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www.ul.ie/dataprotection). Non adherence to the University’s Data Protection 
Policy may lead to disciplinary action. 

9.3 Personal data collected for this research project will be pseudonymised within 
[24 hours] after collection and will fully anonymised within/after 12 months.  
Truly anonymised data is not Personal Data. Once data is anonymised for the 
purposes of this research project, the terms of this Privacy Notice will no longer 
apply.

10. Sharing Your Personal Data with Third Parties

10.1 The University will not disclose your personal data to third parties

12. Retention of your Personal Data 

12.1 All Personal Data collected for this research project will be retained in 
accordance with the University’s Records Management and Retention Policy. 
The Retention Policy currently states a retention period of 7 years (July 2019). 
Where the personal data collected for this research will be held for a 
longer/shorter period, this should be stated here. Note that truly anonymised 
data is not personal data.

13. Your Rights

13.1 Depending on the legal basis which we rely on to process your Personal Data, 
you may have the right to request that we:

 provide you with information as to whether we process your data and details 
relating to our processing, and with a copy of your personal data;

 rectify any inaccurate data we might have about your without undue delay;

 complete any incomplete information about you;

 under certain circumstances, erase your Personal Data without undue delay;

 under certain circumstances, be restricted from processing your data;

 under certain circumstances, furnish you with the Personal Data which you 
provided us within a structured, commonly used and machine readable 
format;

13.2 Requests for any of the above should be addressed by email to the Principal 

Investigator at [Lucy.hearne@ul.ie / petraelftorp@live.com

] AND the Data Protection Officer at dataprotection@ul.ie. Your request will be 
processed within 30 days of receipt. Please note, however, it may not be 
possible to facilitate all requests, for example, where the University is required 
by law to collect and process certain personal data including that personal 
information that is required of any research participant.

http://www.ul.ie/dataprotection
http://www.ul.ie/recordsmanagement
mailto:petraelftorp@live.com
mailto:dataprotection@ul.ie
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13.3 It is your responsibility to let the Principal Investigator know if your contact 
details change.

14. Queries, Contacts, Right of Complaint

14.1 Further information on Data Protection at the University of Limerick may be 
viewed at www.ul.ie/dataprotection. You can contact the Data Protection Officer 
at dataprotection@ul.ie or by writing to Data Protection Officer, Room A1-073, 
University of Limerick, Limerick.

14.2 You have a right to lodge a complaint with the Office of the Data Protection 
Commissioner (Supervisory Authority). While we recommend that you raise any 
concerns or queries with us first at the following email address [insert PI’s email 
address], you may contact that Office at info@dataprotection.ie or by writing to 
the Data Protection Commissioner, Canal House, Station Road, Portarlington, 
Co. Laois.

15. Review 

15.1 This Privacy Notice will be reviewed and updated from time to time to take into 
account changes in the law and the experience gained from the Notice in 
practice.  

http://www.ul.ie/dataprotection
mailto:dataprotection@ul.ie
mailto:info@dataprotection.ie
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Appendix D Consent Form

Consent Form (Research Volunteer)

EHS REC no. 2020_02_45_EHS (ER)  

Research Title: An exploration of post-primary guidance counsellors’ professional 

experiences of supporting student’s wellbeing in the context of the current social media 

culture

 I understand what this research project is about, and what the results will be used for.

 I am fully aware of the procedures and of the risks and the benefits of the study.

 I am fully aware that the recording of the interview and the data generated from it will 

be kept confidential.

 I am aware that my identity will remain anonymous.

 I know that my participation in the research study is voluntary and I can withdraw my 

involvement at any time prior to the data analysis stage. 

I hereby agree to take part in this study:

Signature:_____________________________________

Printed name:__________________________________

Signature of Researcher:_________________________

Date:_________________________________________
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Appendix E Themes and Subthemes

The Perceived 

Effects of Social 

Media Usage on 

Students' Wellbeing: 

Positive and 

Negative

Bullying

Addiction

Friendships

Supporting 

Student’s Wellbeing 

throughout the 

Current Social Media 

Culture

Parental Support

Role of Guidance 

Counsellor

Wellbeing Provision

Support Provisions 

Available to 

Guidance 

Practitioners in the 

Context of Student’s 

Wellbeing and 

Social Media Usage

Policy

Continuous Professional 

Development
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Appendix F Colour Coded Data Analysis (Jim) 

Caroline:

Ok, so you're seeing it popping up on a daily basis. When you 

see it pop up, what is your experience of the effects of social 

media on their wellbeing?

Jim:

It's more negative I'd say than positive. I think it complicates 

a lot of their problems that they already have, because they 

often want to share their problems online, or they'll create 

more problems for themselves by being online. 

Jim:

For the likes of Instagram, their wellbeing will be quite 

diminished now they're comparing their lives to others, 

whether their friends have more followers or if they don't 

have the targeted amount of followers, or the amount of views 

they get on a video or comments on a video. 

Jim:

It's a huge effect on their wellbeing. I find, as a guidance 

counsellor, one of the basic necessities they need is sleep. 

When it comes to that, that's been completely pulled away 

now because they take their phones to bed at night and they're 

looking at their phones probably till 10:30, 11:30. 

Jim:

And then trying to get a bit of sleep, waking up during the 

night, and they're going back on their phone again and going 

on for another two or three hours. So, they're coming in with a 

lethargic energy into school, being a bit more probably 

aggressive or ratty, fighting with their parents, fighting with 

their friends, and not

Negative outweighs the 

positive effects

It complicates existing 

problems for students

Oversharing: share 

problems online…creating 

greater issues

WELLBEING diminished 

because of COMPARING:

 Followers

 Views

WELLBEING: huge 

impact…From GC 

ROLE: observes lack of 

sleep due to social 

media use as 

impacting on 

wellbeing

Going back on phones 

to check social media 

during the 

night…broken 

sleep...impacts 

WELLBEING:

 Lethargic

 Aggressive

 argumentative
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Colour Coded Data Analysis (Alma)

of first years and one of them hacked into another student's 

account. Now, when we got to the bottom of it, the student had 

actually given over a password. He thought this person was his 

friend, gave over his password, so there was a piece of work to 

do around that. But the other student had taken his password, 

hacked into his account, changed all of his passwords, so the 

actual student who owned the account couldn't get back in. 

Then he proceeded to send nasty messages to nearly half of his 

phone book, including family members, the little lad's little 

girlfriend, his friends, and all of these people were receiving 

messages, racist comments, nasty comments. Obviously the 

mom had actually come into us and brought it to our attention.

Alma:

So the year head  and the, let's say principal, were dealing with 

the discipline side of it, and then I was dealing with the student 

as a guidance counsellor around how he felt around his privacy 

being infringed upon and looking at kind of the restorative 

practice piece then, because unfortunately, the student who had 

committed the crime, and the thing is is that it is a crime, you 

know? He had broken data protection, he'd broken our school 

rules, so all of that was being enforced kind of on the discipline 

side of things. But the students I was dealing with, his main 

concern was, "Oh my God, this student hated me enough to do 

this to me. Does everyone else hate me?" And all of these kinds 

of negative connotations that came with it. So, my job, I 

suppose then, was to look at trying to build students’confidence 

back up, give him some kind of advice around internet safety.

Alma:

I mean, he should never have given his password to anyone 

else. We know that, but he just gave it and trusted that none of 

this was 

Incident: first year 

student and hacked 

account…trust and 

boundaries 

broken…innocent giving 

over password…offensive 

messages sent from 

account 

ROLE: deal with feelings 

around student’s 

infringement of privacy 

USE RESTORATIVE 

PRACTICE

Highlight the crime 

element (broke data 

protection & school 

rules)

Student’s self-esteem 

and sense of belonging 

affected, a sense of being 

hated (negative 

connotations)

ROLE: to build confidence 

back up and advice on 

internet safety 
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Colour Coded Data Analysis (Joan)

Joan:

Yeah, I suppose it would be that we'd be looking at their 

behaviour, the way they respond, the way they react. And in 

certain situations, if that was something, a negative, that was 

happening with them in relation to their social media. 

Joan:

And yes, for me now a big one is effective management of time. 

So, it's trying to get them to and see how much time they're 

actually spending on it? And how much time that it’s taking 

away from them? And what they are missing out on, the hours 

of study and all the other things that are so important for their 

wellbeing.

Caroline:

Okay. So, it's trying to strike a balance of time. You would see 

that as a support that's needed?

Joan:

Yeah, and I suppose, as well, I think I should say there, well the 

parental, I think parental vigilance here is needed. And 

sometimes that's not always present in households, and that the 

parents need to back it up. And take phones off adolescents 

before they go to bed that they're not on a it going to sleep at 

night. That they just develop a kind of positive behaviour 

around it and strike a balance because social media isn't going 

anywhere, it's part of our lives, but I think if you develop 

positive healthy practices around it. What you need for an 

adolescent and what adolescents needs, are parents to reinforce 

those guidelines around it, and pretty much become a healthy 

practice.

ROLE: supporting 

pertaining to examining 

social media behaviours 

and how students 

respond or react to 

circumstances 
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else 

 Possible missed 
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