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The case for your kids living
unplugged: How one Dallas family
makes it work
Amid research linking social media to youth depression and
anxiety, Michael and Natalie Sorrell said no to smartphones.
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Mike Sorrell, 13, with mother Natalie, sister Sage, 9, and father Michael at their home in Far North Dallas.
Michael Sorrell, president of Paul Quinn College and Natalie Sorrell, in the investment industry, have
chosen not to give their children smartphones. (Juan Figueroa / Staff Photographer)

By Sharon Grigsby
6:00 AM on Apr 4, 2024

For all those who believe saying no to your kids isn’t an option when it comes
to smartphones and social media, let me introduce you to Dallas parents
Michael and Natalie Sorrell.

The Sorrells are that rare couple who not only don’t allow 13-year-old Mike
and 9-year-old Sage to have phones and social media but don’t find their
decision extraordinary.

Theirs is an enormously busy life, not unlike many other families in North
Texas. Michael is president of Paul Quinn College. Natalie works full time in
the world of investment.
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Mike, a student at St. Mark’s, is a talented basketball player and member of
Southern Assault, the Adidas-sponsored AAU (Amateur Athletic Union) team.
Sage, a Hockaday third grader, is passionate about tennis and her many
friends.

Breaking News
Get the latest breaking news from North Texas and beyond.

Enter your email address

SIGN UP

Or with:

GOOGLE FACEBOOK

By signing up you agree to our Terms of Service and Privacy Policy

As the five of us sat around the family dining room table in Far North Dallas,
the conversation repeatedly turned to the Sorrells’ determination to be the
primary influencers of their children for as long as possible.
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Nine-year-old Sage Sorrell, with her mother, Natalie, listens as her father, Michael, makes a point during
an interview about social media and smartphones. (Juan Figueroa / Staff Photographer)
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“We are tasked with producing kids who grow up to be men and women who
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are well adjusted,” Michael said, “who are capable of being secure in
themselves and trust themselves.”

Why turn that responsibility over to a toxic online world that stirs up anger,
condones vile treatment and even puts democracy at risk, Michael asked. “We
are supposed to believe those people are better equipped to craft a life for our
families?”

Dr. John Burruss, CEO of Metrocare Services, Dallas County’s largest mental
health provider, has a front-row seat on the impact of smartphones and social
media on young people. His operation sees about 2,000 people daily for
mental health needs; one-third of those are children or teens.
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Social media algorithms intentionally push content that sparks fears in young
people, Burruss said. The sense of missing out, of being bullied or of increased
isolation “is now in your face 24 hours a day,” he told me.

Yet parents continue to cave in to pressure from even their youngest kids, the
tech industry and society’s often-skewed values.

Natalie and Michael are hypersensitive about how precious their time is,
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especially with Mike entering his teen years. “They are young and still
developing their bodies, their brains, their minds, their hearts, their spirits,”
Natalie said. “Hand them a phone and now there are hundreds of thousands
of influencers.”

Mike was open with me about how not having a phone can be tough,
especially because he has no idea what his friends are talking about when
conversation turns — as it invariably does — to what’s hot on Snapchat or
TikTok. “They’ll ask me what I think, then they remember and say, ‘Oh yeah,
you don’t have a phone.’”

“When will you ever get one?” is a frequent question. “Maybe when I start to
drive” is Mike’s hopeful response.

“Sometimes I think it’s a little unfair because I’ve done things to show I
should have that privilege,” he said. “But I understand they know what’s best
for me.”
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Performance specialist Marc Coleman watches as Mike Sorrell, 13, does power hurdle jumps during a
strength training session at Southwest Athletic Center on Monday. Mike’s dream is to play basketball at
a Power Five conference school, preferably Duke or the University of Michigan. (Juan Figueroa / Staff
Photographer)

Mike’s dream is to play basketball at a Power Five conference school,
preferably Duke or the University of Michigan, then on to the NBA and a long
career in business.
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Michael allows Mike to have a basketball-focused Instagram,
@iam_michaelasorrell, which lives on Dad’s phone. Michael keeps a close eye
on the account and the two work together on what Mike posts. He is allowed
to look at the account only once a week.

“I wish he’d let me check it a little more, but it’s all good,” Mike said with a
laugh before noting he recently announced his intentions “to enter the parent
transfer portal and find a family that would let me have a phone.”

The best part of the story? “But don’t tell Mom about it,” Mike said to his dad.

The Sorrells’ relatively unplugged world is easier on Sage, who said few of her
friends have smartphones. “It will be a long, long time before I have a phone,”
she said. “I have enough entertainment with my athletics, my school and with
friends.”
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Sage’s point of view is a refreshingly far cry from results from a national
survey indicating one-third of children between the ages of 8 to 12 want to
become online stars when they grow up. Another survey indicates one-third of
girls 11 to 15 use the word addicted to describe their use of social media.

“How do you keep these kids off their phones?” is a hot topic in Natalie’s
parent circles. She doesn’t share her family’s decision unless specifically
asked.

One recent exchange went like this: “How do you have a 13-year-old without
a phone?” “Well, we didn’t purchase one.” “How do you know where he is?”
“He is where I dropped him off or he’s with us.”
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Michael Sorrell jokes with his son, Mike, after the younger Sorrell's strength training session. The Sorrells
try to organize their lives in a way that they can be on hand for their children's activities. (Juan Figueroa
/ Staff Photographer)
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Natalie and Michael are steadfast about their family being laser-focused on
the kids and their development and experiences. “You can have a busy family
and busy life and make choices where screens are not at the center of their
children’s existence,” Natalie said.

As a college president, Michael knows the real-life consequences of social
media’s pull. He sees it in students’ shortened attention spans, their lack of
empathy and their record levels of anxiety and depression.

The problems start as soon as children and teens begin looking down at their
devices rather than the world around them, Michael said. “They aren’t
developing emotional intelligence and the ability to just live rather than watch
someone else live or comment on someone else’s experience.”

The growing research about social media’s impact on mental health prompted
a wake-up call last year from the U.S. surgeon general: Adolescents who
spend more than three hours per day on social media face double the risk of
experiencing poor mental health outcomes, especially depression and anxiety.
The same advisory noted teens spend an average of 3.5 hours per day on
social platforms.
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Metrocare CEO Burruss says the problem is so serious it begs for a national
public-service campaign similar to those around tobacco and seat belts.

Sage Sorrell flips through one of her coloring books in her family's Far North Dallas dining room. Her
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mother, Natalie, says one of the Sorrells' recent discoveries is Sage's artistic talents. (Juan Figueroa /
Staff Photographer)

Burruss says mental health conditions can be divided roughly into three
groups. Some face illness because of genetic predisposition; some have a
genetic resilience so high they are almost immune. In the middle, Burruss
said, are young people susceptible to factors such as social media. For them,
too much screen time is one of the environmental factors that can lead to
depression and anxiety — or worsen those conditions if they already exist.

In an online world where more views mean more revenue for social media
companies, algorithms push the most emotion-laden content possible. “It’s
inescapable and intentionally designed to create the highest emotion,”
Burruss said, “even when that might be the worst for mental health.”
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Bullying, which now can follow young people home on social media, is among
the most dangerous aspects of today’s 24-7 digital world, Burruss said.
Similarly, online access increases loneliness and FOMO, the fear of missing
out. It also can trigger body issue concerns and worsen eating disorders.

“You spend hours a day on social media, looking through a window at things

4/4/24, 6:10 AM
Page 13 of 15



you don’t get to be a part of,” Burruss said. “What emotion results? Loneliness
and despair.”

Burruss understands many parents won’t choose to withhold phones.
However, he said, they must take charge and make prudent decisions about
how much their children are online and what they are viewing.

He suggests tech-free zones, for instance at mealtime and in kids’ bedrooms in
the evening. He also believes parents should spot-check their children’s online
habits.
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“You signed up for the phone and its service. Your kid did not,” Burruss said.
“With that, you bought the responsibility.”
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Sharon Grigsby. As the DMN City Columnist and a fourth-generation Texan, I'm
focused on all things Dallas. I made what I expected to be a short career
stopover here in 1980 and, this many years later, I'm still working to make
Dallas a better city for all its residents. You'll also find me writing about mental
health care and substance abuse issues.

sgrigsby@dallasnews.com  /sharonfgrigsby  @SharonFGrigsby
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