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About the Book

Welcome to the world of the Digital Native, where self-esteem is measured in Likes, everyone is sexting and ‘Pimps and Hoes’ is an acceptable party theme. Dates have been replaced with swipes, rape jokes are hilarious and ‘No’ means ‘Yes’…

For most parents, the digital landscape that our kids and teens are growing up in is uncharted territory. How do we know if they’re happy? How do we talk to them about sex and relationships? How do we give them the new tools they need when we don’t have them ourselves?

This book is here to help.

Based on their professional work with young people, parents and teachers – and their experiences with their own children – Deana Puccio and Allison Havey give you the tools. With top tips, stats and conversation starters on everything from porn to University life, Sex, Likes and Social Media is the indispensable guide to parenting in the digital age.


About the Authors

Allison Havey is a journalist and producer who has worked around the world for NBC News, Associated Press and ABC News.

Deana Puccio is a former Senior Assistant District Attorney and worked with the sex crimes unit in Brooklyn.

Both Allison and Deana now live in London where they co-founded The Rap Project. www.therapproject.co.uk
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Allison’s Dedication: Thank you to my family who have remained so supportive of my purpose and passion: Mom and Bob, Dad and Joy and Lisa, Jim, James, Siobhan and Lauren. To my very special, much loved teens, Mike and Isabel. And to Graeme, my partner and best friend. I thank you.

Deana’s Dedication: This book is dedicated to my supportive and loving husband Joe who helped me find my way back to doing what I do best, to my beautiful daughters Emily, Abby & Olivia who are the inspiration in my life, and to my Mom, “Big Deana”, my role model who always encouraged me to achieve my dreams.

And to all the parents and teenagers struggling to communicate and find a little common ground out there, we hope this book helps.




Foreword

Getting through adolescence is tough, not just for the child growing into the body of a young adult, but for the exhausted and often confused parent. The problems of today’s technology-based teenagedom are easier to understand after reading Allison and Deana’s book. Who knows what FOMO means? And I know there is a code for ‘Red alert, parent approaching’ – can someone tell me what it is?

I remember the days when I thought I could monitor what went on in my child’s life by joining FB. Feel free to laugh at my naïveté. But what are we parents to do? The dangers our children face are real, even if their worlds may seem virtual. However amazing and useful technology has become we must be vigilant as to how its use (not to mention its addictive lure) affects our children’s lives.

From headphones (‘too loud, you’ll ruin your ears’) to pornography (what is a teabag?!), we are often at a loss as to how to cope with the new world our children are creating for themselves.

This book and the workshops of RAP can at the very least inform and guide us parents in a calm and intelligent way, giving us key pointers for openers to those tricky but incredibly important conversations we all know we must have with our often inaccessible teenagers.

I am the mother of three children and am extraordinarily proud of them all. They have made courageous decisions and I couldn’t be happier when I see the people they have become. The nights spent waiting up for them, the career opportunities wilfully missed in order to be there when they got home from school: I will probably never know if these things made any difference. Whether they are doing well thanks to me or in spite of me will remain one of those maddeningly unanswerable questions but, hopefully, it is a mystical, mysterious mixture of both.

I remember the innocence of my 6 year-olds. That innocence naturally falls away on the road to adulthood, but does it have to be precipitated in this way? Instant access to pornography, to violence (happy slapping?), cutters, haters and trolls? We cannot protect them entirely, nor should we, but we must learn to recognise the danger signs and be able to understand their worries, ask the right questions and encourage their answers. Prepare yourself for the jolt of anger and sadness when you listen to what your child is being subjected to, whether it be bullying, body image obsessions, choices or expectations of sexual behaviour. Then take a deep breath and use the wisdom to be found in this book.

Kristin Scott Thomas


Introduction

You know it’s a new dawn when a 17-year-old young woman tells you she is pansexual over a cup of tea, and another explains she prefers to maintain relationships on line as opposed to in person. ‘Why?’ we ask. ‘Because that way I’m not pressured into having sex.’ Another young man admits that he is hesitant to go out with a girl in case he is accused of rape. And if he does date someone, ‘she might lie about her age’ he says. Or when a 13-year-old boy refuses ice cream after a Sunday lunch, explaining: ‘I can’t eat anything else. I’m working on my six-pack.’

Things have moved on a bit since 2012 when we (Deana Puccio and Allison Havey) founded The RAP Project, an acronym for Raising Awareness and Prevention – and of course ‘to rap’ also means to communicate. Initially the organisation promoted personal safety and defined rape, sexual assault and consent for teenagers around the UK. Once the rapping started however, it became clear that our teenagers had a lot more on their minds. And wow did they let us know!

As of July 2016, we have brought our RAP Project presentations to over 100 schools and have reached over 16,000 students in England and Scotland, with plans to expand in the very near future to other parts of the UK. Based upon their suggestions and input, our initial ‘rap’ about personal safety has now expanded to include elements on modern day habits including watching online porn, sexting, social media pressures and ‘like spamming’. The insight and willingness to share that we have seen in these young men and women has been eye opening and invaluable.

Yes our audiences initially – just like our own teenagers at home – squirm as we bring up these awkward subjects. But there is an audible sigh of relief in the room once these subjects are finally broached. We have written Sex, Likes and Social Media: Talking to Our Teens in the Digital Age so that parents can get a better understanding of what our teenagers are getting up to on- and off-line in a world very different from when we were their age. In addition to the normal biological complications of adolescence, these kids are constantly texting, sexting mad, Facebook frenzied and dealing with a whole new set of rules on dating; and then there’s the influence of hard core pornography. 24/7 access to the internet via smartphones allows for a constant stream of porn. According to Psychologies magazine, the largest number of online consumers of porn is young men between the ages of 12 and 17. There is no doubt that this has radically influenced how many young men perceive what is ‘normal’ in sexual relationships.

Hard core porn objectifies women and in many instances promotes rape culture and violence, which, needless to say, neither illustrates nor encourages a consensual, healthy, emotional and physical romantic life. Most teenage girls tell us they are intimidated by how pornography is influencing their relationships and ask us for advice. Many teenage boys have no understanding that there are psychological and physiological repercussions to watching too much porn. But how could they? How can they inherently understand that they are victims of online porn as much as the young women and or young men they are courting? This is why we strongly believe that parents need to start this conversation early on. According to our Rap Project Survey of 2015–16, where we polled a cross-section of 3,000 teens on topics such as pornography, sexting and consent, 83 per cent of young men aged 17–18 (as opposed to 28 per cent of young women in the same age group) have watched porn. Only a third of teenagers asked in the questionnaire ever spoke to one of their parents about their online viewing habits, and how it might unrealistically portray sex. While less than 10 per cent of young women think that watching porn can help them learn about sex, nearly 50 per cent of the older boys think it offers useful pointers in the bedroom.

Additional questions kept resurfacing as our audience was growing. Does social media distort body image? Do teens understand what ‘consent’ actually means, not just what the legal age is to give consent? Is alcohol a date rape drug? What about Rohypnol? What should a student do if they become a victim of sexual assault? Do they understand if they send a sexually explicit image over social media, that it cannot be deleted? And if they are sending a sext under 18, are they breaking the law?

Our kids learn about sex from Sex Education classes in school. But is that enough? It seems that as a culture we have entirely dropped the discussion around personal safety in relationships, around notions of intimacy and the concept of mutual respect and mutual consent. Learning about ‘the birds and the bees’ in terms of understanding sexuality is out-dated and we are fooling ourselves if we think that this is enough to help teens cope with the challenges they face today.

Between us we have five children: two 19-year-olds, a 16-year-old and two 13-year-olds. There is no doubt that we have dramatically changed our approach to how we address what our older kids did online compared with our younger ones. In fact, we were clueless then as to the effects of social media. Admittedly we missed the boat with our eldest kids. Neither of us had any idea what our older kids got up to online. One friend suggested that Allison’s son was most likely watching porn online a few years ago; she was stunned and in total denial. Another asked Deana if her kids ever ‘sexted’. ‘No way!’ she said defensively. But what did we really know? And by the time we had a better grasp of what was happening out there in our sweet children’s secret society in cyberspace, they were adults too, and too old to discuss it with us. We were parenting based upon our own personal experiences of being teenagers.

How could we understand what it’s like to receive a naked photo of another 14-year-old on our phone or be influenced by watching hard core pornography late at night? The door was well and truly shut. But, with our younger kids, we are better prepared to speak to them about WhatsApp, Snapchat and Instagram, who their followers actually are and whether these images and texts are appropriate or not. Regarding porn, many kids stumble upon hard core images that can confuse and frighten them. Let’s talk to them before this happens, and ask them to tell us if they see something that concerns them. Just because the media normalises misogyny, themes of male domination and ‘laddism’, doesn’t mean that our kids have to drink the kool-aid. When prime time family shows like The X Factor feature Rhianna stripped down to high heels, fishnets, mini shorts and a bra-top, we may want to tell our kids that this might not be the best way to showcase one’s vocal skills. When adverts feature four male models dominating a scantily clad woman in order to sell jeans, it might be good to analyse the story the advert is actually telling (hint: it’s not a good one). This is not prudishness, nor are we being overly moral or didactic; it is a simple fact that as parents we need to acknowledge that many of these images are too complex for young minds to process, without those minds wanting to then emulate what they see.

Are these subliminal images and messages leading to a rise in sexual violence? Are they influencing relationships in an unhealthy way? The Office of National Statistics reported in 2014 that rape cases are up 29 per cent, while sexual assaults are up 21 per cent in England and Wales; all other violent crime was down.

We started researching personal safety courses focusing on these issues. Did schools or community centres address any of them? While we did find physical self-defence lessons and victim aftercare programmes, we could not find anything focusing on prevention. In our opinion, if you are in the position of having to physically protect yourself, it is too late. There was nothing out there teaching common sense skills to our teens or empowering them to own their bodies and choices. Having spoken with heads of schools, heads of PSHE and Pastoral Care departments, they agreed that they just didn’t have time in their curriculum to include a programme with as much detail as we envisioned. Additionally, it can be awkward for a teacher to talk about sex so openly in one lesson and then have to teach maths in the next. This is something that, as outsiders, we felt we could do.

And why us? Other than being concerned mothers of teenagers, we have some experience in these areas professionally. Deana, a lawyer, spent her legal career as a Sex Crimes Prosecutor in Brooklyn, New York. And Allison is a TV journalist and news producer who reported on stories like this from all over the world. Our friends found Deana’s stories of crimes scenes and investigations compelling. Maybe we could speak to teenagers and parents in the same way? We felt that by basing our presentations on real-life cases that we worked or reported on, we could let these examples illustrate how a choice made in a certain situation can change the rest of your life. Our goal is for the teens to listen to our examples and come to their own conclusions about their behaviour. One of our favourite lines is that ‘we are not preaching morality but teaching reality’.

Despite some parents’ initial shock at our mission, everyone seems to be asking the same question: Why aren’t these subjects being talked about more in schools?

The reality is that when we bring our New York accents into a hall filled with teenagers, nervous giggles and snickers quickly dissolve into rapt attention. This has less to do with us having super powers and everything to do with the fact that teens really want to discuss the issues of sexual assault, consent, how porn today influences sexuality and relationships, and why misogyny is playing such an unwelcome role at schools and universities.

When in 2013 The Home Office, the Ministry of Justice and the Office for National Statistics put together their first-ever joint official statistics bulletin on sexual violence called An Overview of Sexual Offending in England and Wales, the researchers found that approximately 85,000 women were sexually assaulted or raped every year. According to the then Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg, while addressing the issue of sexual assault, the understanding is that approximately 250,000 women are sexually assaulted each year but do not file police reports. And according to the NSPCC, 35 per cent of all sexual assaults recorded in England and Wales in 2012–13 were sexual crimes against children under 16.

We also feel obligated to share a report published by The Children’s Society in 2015; it doesn’t make for pleasant reading. The charity found that police in England recorded 4,900 sexual offence cases – including sexual exploitation, rape and sexual assaults – amongst 16 and 17-year-olds in the last year. The report shows that half of young people who did not report such crimes took that course of action because they did not consider it worth reporting, feared going to court, or did not want the perpetrators punished. The organisation’s analysis of the Crime Survey for England and Wales revealed that an estimated 50,000 girls of this age say they have been victims of these crimes. That’s a staggering number of unreported cases and unheard voices.

Finally, with our access, we wanted to understand some of our audiences’ behaviour and concerns. RAP undertook a survey of 3,000 teenagers aged between 13 and 18. We separated our teens by age groups of 13–14, 15–16 and 17–18 and by gender. Some of the questions included: Do you watch porn online? Have you ever spoken to a parent about porn? Have you ever sent a sext?

The teenagers were united in their top concern, irrespective of age or gender, then varied according to age and gender:


	Number one concern for all: Exams/School Work

	Number two concern for Boys aged 15–16 & 17–18: Sex

	Number two concern for Boys aged 13–14: Body Image

	Number two concern for Girls aged 17–18: Social Life/Friendships

	Number two concern for Girls 13–14; 15–16: Body Image

	Number three concern for Girls 17–18 & for Boys 15–16; 17–18: Future

	Number three concern for Boys 13–14 & for Girls 15–16: Social Life/Friendships
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Our presentations are meant to empower teenagers. By speaking candidly about these very real, very challenging and at times awkward subjects, we hope we are opening the door to honest and frank discussions between parents and their kids. What we can offer to parents who read this book is a direct line into the minds of their teenagers and of the struggles they face every day. We want this book to spark a discussion between you and your teen, and we hope to help you in having those discussions. We believe that awareness is power and hope that by reading this book you will not only be more aware of these issues, but also feel more confident to help your teen navigate their life in the digital age.


1  How Relationships Have Changed

‘I met a guy at a nearby school in Tunbridge Wells. Justin and I shared mutual friends. He had a great personality and, to be frank, he was FIT. I liked him immediately. We hit it off, flirted, and he asked me for my number and email address. What followed next was not ideal. Rather than actually talk, he initiated our romance by text. Finally, he asked me on a date. Via text. I made an effort to look good on that Friday night and waited for him to tell me where and when we were meeting. Justin finally texted, and asked me for my Skype address. This guy actually wanted our hot date to take place on Skype! I mean, how much effort is a walk around town and a beer? I gave up on guys for a while after that.’

Amelie, sixth form student, Kent

WATCHING ‘THE WAY We Was’fn1 episode of The Simpsons recently, we were genuinely touched by the sweet but somewhat prehistoric storyline. The episode first aired in 1991 and described a flashback to 1974 when Homer first saw Marge in the final year of high school and fell in love at first sight. Summoning all of his courage, he invited Marge to be his date for the prom. As in this episode, beautiful dresses, sharp suits, corsages and a limousine were a few of the key prom elements. Often, the man would arrive at the young lady’s house in a borrowed or hired car to collect her for the dance. The bell rings, the door opens and the parents have an opportunity to size up the young man at the door. With comic wit, the Simpsons’ cartoonists immediately let the viewer know by the parents’ facial expressions that Homer just doesn’t make the grade. Adding insult to injury, Marge was completely taken aback by Homer’s arrival. She had forgotten her promise to be on his arm for the night and had said yes to a preferred suitor. The doorbell rings again. A distinguished young man is at the door, warmly received. The parents drool over this guy. Superficially, he is articulate with a far more promising future. The comic twist is that Marge had inadvertently said yes to two dates, and opts to leave poor lovesick Homer on his own. But the date goes terribly wrong and she ends the evening with Homer. True love at last.

Looking at Amelie’s experience against the story of how Homer and Marge met we can see a genuine, if dramatic, reflection on how relationships and dating habits have changed over the past 40 years. The Simpsons’ story may seem sentimental, but for decades this is how many parents met their teenagers’ first sweethearts. While proms have only recently arrived in the UK they have been part of the American coming-of-age moment for decades; there was barely a single teen movie in the eighties that didn’t have a prom scene.

Let’s get some perspective on how meeting our romantic partners has dramatically transformed over the years. At the turn of the twentieth century, women had little, if any, freedom. The ritual of courtship in western societies could not have been further away from the present day. Dating was a far more formal arrangement that was carefully planned by parents or family friends. Chaperones were nearly always present to oversee the couple in case of any impropriety. In some cases, marriages were arranged. But once the roaring twenties took hold, elaborate beaded dresses replaced restrictive corsets and suddenly a sexual liberation took hold. Writer Amanda Chatel made some astute observations in her article for .Mic in 2014, entitled ‘How the “First Date” Has Changed in Every Decade Through History’. She explains how the dawn of cinema, automobiles and prohibition created an era of adventure and sexuality in the twenties. Couples could canoodle in the darkened movie halls or, if fortunate enough to own a car, drive away from prying parental guidance. She writes, ‘Indeed, “playing the field” by dating multiple people became more common in this decade, as the liberated women we now know as “flappers” explored sexual boundaries and brought taboos like premarital sex out of the closet.’ But with the onset of the Second World War and its draft of young, eligible men, women faced a supply shortage of the opposite sex. The urgency in finding a suitor and obtaining a ‘promise’ from a soldier setting off for the war took hold, giving hope to both parties during a difficult and dangerous time. ‘Going steady’ gained popularity in the fifties, with more women attending university. Sad but true, this was a sure-fire way for many to meet the man of their dreams, a ‘lifelong hook-up’ of sorts. Often academics were pushed aside with the aim of instead becoming engaged to a coed. Allison’s mother met her husband at a college basketball game. She watched him run around the court, skilfully sink some baskets and, hey presto, love blossomed post match. He asked her out on a date that day which led to dances, drive-ins and diners. After going steady for a while, they married. But then the sixties and seventies saw the birth of free love, the pill, acceptance of premarital sex and the women’s liberation movement. Sexual intimacy was part of the ‘getting to know you’ process. Enter the excessive eighties … Apart from those in stable and monogamous relationships, many others indulged in adultery. Suddenly finding a man to come home to became that much tougher. When a book entitled, The Rules: Time-tested Secrets for Capturing the Heart of Mr. Right was published by two New Yorkers Ellen Fein and Sherrie Schneider in 1995, copies flew off the shelves. The fundamental tenet of The Rules is that a woman is ‘easy to be with but hard to get’. Let the man pursue you, never pursue the man, urge the love gurus. A close friend, who has been happily married for over 20 years, is proud to admit she followed this self-help book’s suggestions and, in the end, her fellow put a ring on it. Interestingly enough, the two authors came under a lot of criticism for their black and white, formulaic approach. That, however, did not stop them from writing an update on digital dating for singletons. Fein and Schneider’s most recent book Not Your Mother’s Rules: The New Secrets for Dating transfers the rule of ‘Never call the man first’ to ‘Never answer a man’s ad first’. They advise that if a Match.com man doesn’t ask you out within four emails, delete and move on! ‘Rules women want dates not pen pals,’ the women write. This is a very brief synopsis of the history of dating over the past 100 years, but we think revisiting these habits is valuable. Imagine how our grandparents felt when our parents began swinging in the late sixties and seventies. Probably similar to how we feel now with our own children as they embark on liaisons via Facebook, sexting and social media.

Whatever Happened to ‘Old-fashioned’ Dating?

We started dating in the eighties. Dances, movies and concerts were the romantic order of the day. But boy have relationships changed! Many of our kids will meet their first date online rather than in person. Today’s teens’ love lives are on steroids: online flirting, sexting, Skype sex, Tinder and Grindr are all the rage.

After speaking to teenage girls and boys around the country and reading the newspapers here and in the US, there is no doubt that social media has replaced, for a large part, the personal art of ‘courting’. During our RAP Project presentations, we like to talk about an age-old formula for relationships; ‘Friendship, Romance and Intimacy’. Nearly all of the students look absolutely dumbfounded when we say these words, yet are eager to hear more. One head teacher at a prominent school, who applauded our work and booked us for three more sessions the following term, thought this ‘formula’ concept on relationships might be a little too ‘old-fashioned’.

We don’t think so. Why don’t we remind our kids that this is how it used to work? A friendship develops, then romance blossoms and then one thing leads to another. So many teenagers today use porn as a sex manual rather than an open, intimate conversation between two people who care for each other. What a bad idea. Today’s porn is pretty hard core and its lovemaking techniques have a lot to answer for. (We will discuss this in much more detail in Chapter Five.). At Boston College, Professor Kerry Cronin is teaching a philosophy class where traditional dating is part of the syllabus. She developed this after a student some years earlier had asked her if she had ever been on a date. Taken aback, she began researching the premise that young people did not date because they actually did not know how to date. Dating for many teenagers today is unfamiliar, she maintains. Professor Cronin refers to this trend as a ‘lost social script’. How are her students expected to ask someone out on a date if their peer group is not doing it? And once they get their courage up, what do they say? If the date takes, where do they go? What do they talk about? How do they engage on a deeper level? Would asking a person out on a date appear ‘cringy’ or ‘weird’? Our kids are out of practice. As our teens spend so much time online, the art of conversation is a dying one. On top of this, leaving the house and actually going out on a date takes time and planning. This generation of teenagers are used to instant gratification. Why go to the cinema and spend £15 when you can stay in and illegally download a film for free? How can young people build a romantic relationship on a foundation built online?

Back in Professor Cronin’s class, the university students are given dating assignments dictating a strict list of rules that students must abide by. These include:


	A date lasting between 60 and 90 minutes

	A student must ask out the other person face-to-face, not via text or any other form of social media

	No kissing, sex or alcohol consumption permitted



Her aim with this academic task is to bring dating back to its bare, personal essentials and avoid hiding behind a screen or using alcohol to fuel confidence to negotiate a social situation. First year student Frank Dimartino told a journalist, ‘It’s easy to hook up with someone you’ve just met in a dark room. But asking someone out on a date in broad daylight? Now that’s scary.’ What is disconcerting is the trend towards what we believe is an aggressive, highly unromantic approach to romantic love. This may be at a party, in a park, in a schoolyard or even in the loo at the local Starbucks.

Fifteen-year-old Lilly shared a story that took place at a house party. She was chatting to a young man named John who she knew tangentially as they were ‘friends’ on Facebook. During a quiet conversation away from the crowd, Lilly and John were deep in conversation about mutual school friends, exams and what they enjoyed doing on weekends. Fran, a schoolmate of Lilly’s, brushed rudely in-between them and spoke rather loudly into the young man’s ear. ‘Do you want to get off with me?’ she asked. The guy could hardly believe his luck, smiled and walked away with this eager, attractive girl. Lilly felt abandoned, double-crossed and rather shocked at her friend’s behaviour. She wondered why she should bother to have a conversation and get to know someone if, at the end of the day, there is no point. It is a lot less hurtful to have a relationship with John over a social media site than in real life.

We know, of course, that some teens do go out to the movies or on dinner dates, but, more often than not, these romantic pastimes have been replaced by gatherings of some sort, be they in a park or at a house party. Between the ages of 13 and 16 (Years 9 and 10) appears to be when this really starts gaining momentum and the experimentation begins. There may be some alcohol or some pot smoking involved. If there is an attraction between two people, the young lovebirds might walk off somewhere private and make out, or more.

The ‘Hook-up’ Generation

Writer and astute social observer Tom Wolfe notes in his book aptly named Hooking Up that the widely-used phrase of ‘hook-up’ went mainstream by 2000. Most parents understood it to mean to meet up and hang out. Some years later it came to mean to kiss. Thanks to the cultural influences of TV shows like Made in Chelsea, we parents are now even more confused as ‘hook-up’ can mean a whole variety of sexual experiences from deep kissing and oral sex to full intercourse. Wolfe reminds us that American girls had used baseball terminology to describe sexual adventures in the following way: ‘first base’ referred to kissing; ‘second base’ referred to fondling and deep, or ‘French’, kissing; ‘third base’ referred to fellatio or oral sex; and ‘home plate’ was going ‘all the way’. But by the year 2000, in the era of hooking up, Wolfe only half-heartedly joked that third base jumps to full sex while a ‘home plate’ meant learning each other’s names.

The lack of information our teens have about a romantic interest can lead them into serious trouble. A 17-year-old male student, let’s call him Ben, from Essex, shared his story of meeting a
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	Encourage your teens to talk about romantic relationships

	Discuss consent and what it means. More than once

	Remind your teen that having sex is one thing, but how one feels afterwards can be altogether different
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