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Who needs parents when you’ve got Siri?

By Melissa T. Shultz

(iStock)

‘Whom do you call when you have a practical question? Ask teens and 20-somethings, and

they're likely to say Siri. Ask middle-aged moms like me, and we're likely to say, well ... Siri.

Once upon a time, I might have called my mother with a question about how to remedy an
allergic reaction, or my father about the cost of a car repair. And when I did, I'd settle in for the
long answer regardless of how busy I was. After all, I had the latest technology of the '8os and
’90s — a home phone that never ran out of juice and a very long phone cord that allowed me to

multitask. The only maintenance required was to untwist the cord now and again.

I began this phone-calling ritual when I was a teenager, then took it up a notch when I had
children. There was something to be learned from these conversations, regardless of whether
my folks actually had expertise in the subject and regardless of whether I agreed with their

advice and point of view.

Over the years, as the Internet became the new portable version of the encyclopedias my family

once collected volume by volume, I made less of these calls.
[Teens are addicted to technology. Here's how parents can help.]

I'm not alone. Today, the role of chief question-answerer once reserved for parents and
encyclopedias has been assumed by the digital assistant Siri, or some version of her. In fact, Siri
gets more than 1 billion requests a week, and Google itself, which Siri is fond of calling upon,

processes about 40,000 search queries every second.
That’s a lot of searching. But from where I sit, something’s getting lost in the translation.

I resisted using Siri initially, certain that she was created for young people who wanted a
shortcut to everything. But eventually, she hooked me with her 24/7 access to YouTube, Google,
you name it. Never mind that she’s somewhat hard of hearing and often gets the question

wrong — so do real parents.
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There was a time when my father sent me articles by snail mail. He’d tear out a section of the

newspaper and write Missy across the top, with an arrow drawn to the story he wanted me to
read. When it arrived, [ would invariably call him to talk about the story or another unrelated
question, such as: Who was the male lead in The Kid from Brooklyn? (Danny Kaye.) Now Siri
makes the call to answer the question. But it's not the same. It's not personal. With my father,
T'd learn how he once nearly drove off a cliff in a snowstorm when he delivered films to movie

houses in the 1950s.

If I called my mother to ask how big a roast I'd need to feed six people the next day, she’'d tell
me, and then ask who was coming for dinner, and perhaps toss in what classes she was
attending. I might even learn that she tripped and fell that day, something I wouldn’t have
known had I not called to ask about meat. (And ves, this actually happened.)

Recently, our whole family attended a wedding. Rather than ask their father to remind them
how to tie their ties — something he would have loved to do just for the chance to connect with
them — our sons (aged 20 and 23) asked Siri instead. Last year, when our youngest cooked a
chicken dinner for the first time in his apartment at college, he called Siri, not me, for
directions. I was, admittedly, a tad wounded. Don’t get me wrong: We still get a few calls of the
My car battery is dead, now what? variety, but not so much. And for the record, I'm all for
them figuring things out on their own. I could have figured out most everything I called my

parents about. But that was never really the point.

I can’t blame it entirely on Siri. It’s search engines in general, and since they help me research
the stories I write, I shouldn’t bite the virtual hand that feeds me. This technology brings the
world to us and makes us smarter. It also doesn't judge when we ask stupid questions. For
young people who are trying to problem-solve without their parents knowing what’s really
going on, there are pluses, no doubt. But if you turn to a machine parent every time, you won’t

get a chance to know your real parents nearly as well.

On Parenting newsletter
The issues and ideas shaping parenting today.
Siri, or some version of Siri, will no doubt outlive us all. But the opportunity to have a

conversation with someone I love, someone who is trying to work through an issue — that’s

only for a little while.
So what’s the solution to this shifting dynamic? I'll ask Siri .Maybe she’ll have an answer.

Melissa T. Shultz is the author of From Mom to Me Again: How I Survived My First Empty
Nest Year and Reinvented the Rest of My Life. You can follow her on Twitter @MelissatShultz.

Like On Parenting on Facebook for more essays, advice and news. You can sign up
here for our newsletter. On Parenting can be found

at washingtonpost.com/onparenting.

My kid can’t read a map, and yours probably can’t either

% 1 Comments £} L J

(]

The Most Advice

On Parenting

Family Filmgoer reviews

‘Now You See Me 2" and 4
more

Trave

| flew to Abu Dhabi for $265

round-trip. Here's how you ‘
can do the same.

Ask the MisFits LT

E
Why grip strength is |41

g 1
impertant even if you're not @
a ‘Ninja Warrior’ =

The Most Advice from The Washington Post

On Parenting newsletter

The issues and ideas shaping parenting
today.

E-mail address n

Our Online Games

Play right from this page

Mahjongg Sunday
Dimensions Crossword by
Evan Birnholz

SPIDER

SOLITAIRE

Spider Solitaire Daily
= ne Crossword

‘washingtonpost.com

© 1986-2016 The Washington Post

Help and Contact Us

Terms of Service

Privacy Policy

Print Products Terms of Sale
Digital Products Terms of Sale
Submissions and Discussion Policy
RSS Terms of Service

Ad Choices

Never Old.
Never New.

Get yours >

foreverspin” v




The Post Recommends

John MeCain’s son to the ‘ignorant racists
criticizing an Old Navy ad with an interracial
couple: ‘Eat it’

The senator's son, who is married to a black woman, has no patience for
critics of the clothing company's ad.

The story of a girl married at 11 tracks the horrors
of Yemen's war

‘Younger girls are being forced to wed as a source of income in desperate
times.

Yelling ‘T hate white people” and punching one
isn’t a hate erime, Canadian judge rules

The judge said there was no evidence to determine what the indigenous
woman meant by her words during the attack.

PAID PROMOTED STORIES

How to Take Care of ou 21 Duggar Family Sres

Kids This Summer as a That Will Send Chills Down

Working Parent Your Spine!
¥ Definition.org

)y

#%
Top 5 Joys and Pains of 21 Things That Are United States Residents
Being a Mom Essential for Traveling With Born Between 1936 and
Seary Mommy Kids 1966 Are In For A Big
Travel Channg LiveSmarterDaily
1 Comments Discussion Policy

Comments are now closed. All comments sections close 14 days after the story has published.
For more details, please see our our discussion guidelines ©

All Comments

Newest First ™ Pause live updates Il

actuaryl

Wistful, nostalgic. Personally, | wish | had Siri when | was growing up, to answer questions on things my parents
knew nothing about. Instead, | had to spend hours in the library! (Well, maybe that wasn't so bad after all.)



