
Love in the time of Twitter 

 

Teaching teens to be emotionally responsible with their use of technology and social networking sites in 
relation to affairs of the heart, can be tricky. Picture: Thinkstock 

COMMUNICATION is the key when your teen is ready to date, writes Cheryl Critchley. 

----- 
 
BACK in the dark ages, when we were teenagers, lovebirds had only three choices when dumping each 
other -- in person, on the phone or by letter. Today's young lovers also have SMS, MSN, Facebook, 
Twitter, email, video calls and endless other techno options. Most of these allow the dumper to deliver a 
devastating emotional blow at the stroke of a keyboard or touch screen, and without having to face the 
dumpee. 
 
In some cases, such as Facebook and Twitter, dozens of others will also see the news, and possibly before 
the person it is intended for logs on. No wonder growing up in the 21st century can be tough. 
 
Young people also have the added complication of bodies developing earlier. Some 12-year-olds now look 
18 and may attract the attention of older boys, while few are ready for a physical relationship. I'm dreading 
the day when my 12-year-old starts having boy (or girl) trouble. By the end of grade 6, several students 
were already "dating", so it may not be far off. 
 
Deciding how young is too young to have a partner and ensuring your kids stay safe when they are ready 
are among our biggest dilemmas as parents. Family Planning Victoria has some terrific advice for young 
people and parents on its website fpv.org.au. FPV educates young people about relationships and 
contraception, and encourages parents to talk to their children. 
 
The CEO of FPV, Lynne Jordan, says the key is to establish good communication with children from a 
young age, so discussing tricky subjects later on will be less of a shock. "From an early age you show a 
level of interest in their friends, what they're doing," she says. 
 
While it is impossible to put an age limit on dating, Jordan says developing a level of trust between parent 
and child can help parents know when their child is ready. "The pressure will always be on parents to try 



to work out what's age appropriate at any given time," she says. 
Setting boundaries regarding friendships and internet activity can also help build trust. Jordan says parents 
should always listen if their child wants to talk, even if the time is inconvenient, or the moment may be 
lost. "As they get older I think there's a sense that young people do it on their own terms," she says. "If 
they want to have a conversation at 11 o'clock at night, even though you're heading to bed, it's obviously 
really important to them." 
 
When it comes to monitoring online activity, Jordan says that if parents can build trust, having rules and 
setting boundaries may be enough. She adds parents need to understand that their children have grown up 
with technology. 
 
On the other hand, parents must ensure their children know the pitfalls of posting online and the 
possibility some people will access what they think is private. 
 
Another helpful site is the VicHealth-funded Domestic Violence Resource Centre's Love -- the good, the 
bad, the ugly (lovegoodbadugly.com). Aimed at young people, the site is interactive and covers a range of 
issues raised by young love and its potential pitfalls. 
 
Of course it is best for us to discuss tricky issues with our teenagers, but sometimes directing them to a 
book or website can help if they are not ready to talk. 
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