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Put Down the Genius Phone, Log Off of Social Media, and
Teach Your Children the Value of Face-to-Face Interaction
Monday, April  18 2011

This weekend we took our daughters to a local restaurant for dinner. Throughout the meal
I glanced around at our neighbors only to find that almost all of them were, at some point
during their dinner out, staring at or speaking into their cell phones. I’m not sure when this
became so popular. I recall back in my younger years (and yes, I am well aware I sound
like my mother now), in the land before genius phones, you had to go home to make a call
or drop some change in the payphone if you wanted to chat with someone while you were
out. Video games were clunky machines connected to the television, and nobody cared to
hear about the minute details of your boring day. Going out with a friend or loved one for

dinner meant just that – spending a few hours conversing with a real live person.

 

Not anymore.

 

There may be a psychological reason behind this need to constantly check in with social media. Suzanne
Zazulak Pedro, owner of The Protocol Praxis, says studies have shown we get an adrenaline boost every time
we text an email, which can create a desire for constant stimulation. This, “ . . . establishes the perpetual need
for the habitual act of immediate self-gratification,” she adds, which may explain why everyone today seems
glued to their phones. And, I believe, it could go on to explain our addiction with Facebook and other social
media tools.

 

A tracking survey conducted in 2010 by Pew Research Center found that 85% of American adults own a cell
phone; a second survey by the same group found 72% of adults sent and received text messages in 2010,
with 5% of all adult texters sending more than 200 messages each day – or 6,000 per month!

 

What are they all saying to each other?

 

And, more importantly, what are they not saying to those seated right in front of them?

 

This, to me, is a problem for adults, but for the children we are raising I believe it could turn into a social
catastrophe. Parents need to teach children the value of social interaction, as these skills are vastly important.
You need to know how to speak with others in order to get a job, make new friends, and have fulfilling, loving
relationships.

 

But how do we teach the importance of face-to-face interaction when we can’t get through a one hour dinner
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without updating our Facebook status or answering an email?

 

 

1. Lead by example. If it is family time, drop the phone, turn off the computer, and make social contact
with those you love. The phone doesn’t belong at the dinner table and there are more important things to
do when at the zoo or a movie with your kids than pull out the phone and update your Facebook status
to say, “I’m spending time with kids at the zoo!” The time you waste letting all of your 450 friends know
you are with your kids at the zoo is time you are actually not spending with your kids. If you are going to
create family time, make it true family time. Listen to your children without holding a phone in your hand.
Look your children in the eyes when they speak and when you speak to them. Tell them they are
important and, more importantly, show them they are important by being there 100% for them.
2. Teach children to be present when they are with other people. Sarah Hathorn, CEO of Illustra
Consulting and the creator of the Predictable Promotion System ™, says, “Learning to engage and not
just connect but to communicate face-to-face with other people through both verbal and non-verbal
communication is a skill they will need to practice for a lifetime of building long-term relationships.”
Children practice this through interactions with family, friends, peers, and teachers, so if you are
constantly staring at your phone you are missing great opportunities to teach social interaction skills.
Hathorn says, “Give the person your undivided attention and you will be remembered long after the
encounter.”
3. Teach your child the importance of in-person contact. Children must learn to understand and read
body language and tone of voice.  “When you are sending out or receiving messages on social media,
text messages, email – you can get mixed signals of in what context the message was meant to be
conveyed,” says Hathorn. This is because you can’t read facial expressions or hear a tone of voice.
Pedro says she feels it is important to teach these skills because when utilizing technology for discussion
we are losing the subtle nuances of face-to-face communication, adding that we are, “ . . . hard-wired to
discern in both a familiar and unfamiliar situation as to whether a friend or foe exists,” by the use of non-
verbal clues such as eye contact and bodily movement. “Discuss the importance of listening patiently,
making eye contact, and not picking up the phone to send a message when someone else is talking,”
says Hathorn.

 

 

If you think turning off the phones and computer won’t help, think again. Harrisburg University of Science and
Technology blocked all access of its network to some of the most popular social networking sites, such as
Facebook and MySpace, for several days in 2010. This blackout affected everyone at the University: students,
staff, and faculty. Afterwards, one-quarter of students and 40% of faculty and staff at the University responded
to surveys regarding this blackout.

 

Prior to the blackout, two-thirds of students surveyed admitted to using Facebook on a daily basis, with one-
quarter of those saying they did so for social purposes. A whopping 40% of those who responded use social
media between 11 and 20 (yes, 20) hours per day.

 

And how did students spend their time when they didn’t have social media around? Twenty-five percent said
they concentrated better during class while 21% stated they used the time they generally spent on Facebook to
complete homework. And a whopping 33% of students reported feeling less stressed during blackout week,
with one respondent admitting that a week without feeling the need to constantly check Facebook updates felt
like a vacation. 

 

Think it can’t be done? Make a challenge to put away your phone and turn off all social
media during this week’s interactions with your children. Then let me know how you did at
the end of this week. I will be doing the same, because although I don’t use my cell phone
for texts or Internet access, I am guilty of checking work email when I am supposed to be
off. Though I feel a little anxious about not doing this, I know that, in the end, I’ll be better off
for it – as will my family.
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Dec. 04--Looking to better manage your diet, your vital signs or a chronic disease? There's a mobile app for that.
One of the current buzzwords ...

Just before the midterm elections, the White House has issued a new report showing that women are doing better
than men so they need more ...

Tracy Dyer is still surprised at the reaction when she tells people that her company, Urban Junket, is based in
Minneapolis. The former Best Buy ...
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