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What Were The Things That Filled Your Childhood? 



Do you wish bikes were never invented?



Do you wish television was never invented?



What Are the Things That Fill Gen Z’s Childhood? 

























The Implications?

Time Outdoors 

Exercise

Sleep

Sunlight

Time with friends

Reading books

Going on dates

Thinking deeply

Childhood Before Childhood Today

Hobbies

Time Time



Welcome to the 

Phone-Based 

Childhood
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Source: UCLA’s Higher 

Education Research Institute



Phase change: Gen Z arrives 

around 2014, with a spike of 

psychological problems

Source: UCLA’s Higher 

Education Research Institute



Percent of U.S. Undergraduates Diagnosed with a Mental Illness

Anxiety

134% increase since 2010

Depression

106% increase since 2010

ADHD

72% increase since 2010

Bipolar (57% increase since 2010)

Anorexia (100% increase since 2010)

Substance Abuse or Addiction (33% increase since 2010)

Schizophrenia (67% increase since 2010)

SOURCE: American College Health Association (ACHA-NCHA II)







Pattern with Five Parts

1. Mental health deteriorates in the early 2010s

2. Hits girls harder than boys

3. Internalizing disorders (e.g., anxiety and depression)

4. Hits adolescents harder than adults (and Gen Z harder than other 

generations)

5. International in scope

It’s not just mental health



Percent U.S. Anxiety Prevalence

Methods: “Nervous all of the time or most of 

the time in past month”

SOURCE: U.S. National Survey on Drug Use and Health

Gen Z hit hardest

Born after 1995

Young Millenials tooAges 26-34
111% increase since 2010

Ages 18-25
161% increase since 2010

Ages 35-49
49% increase since 2010

Ages 50+
5% increase since 2010



Boys
161% increase since 2010

Girls
145% increase since 2010

SOURCE: U.S. National Survey on Drug Use and Health

Boys

Girls

Percent of U.S. Teens with a Major Depression in the Last Year 



Percent of U.S. Teens with a Major Depression in the Last Year 

Boys
161% increase since 2010

Girls
145% increase since 2010

SOURCE: U.S. National Survey on Drug Use and Health



Girls
281% increase since 2010

Boys
96% increase since 2010

SOURCE: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
National Center for Injury Prevention and Control

U.S. Emergency Department Visits for 

Nonfatal Self-harm (Ages 10-14)



SOURCE: Centers for 
Disease Control and 
Prevention, National 
Center for Injury 
Prevention and Control

U.S. Emergency Department Visits for 

Nonfatal Self-harm (Ages 10-14)



SOURCE: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
National Center for Injury Prevention and Control

Hospitalizations for Nonfatal Self-harm 

(Ages 10-14)



UK Teens, Self-harm Episodes (Ages 13 – 16)

Boys
134% increase since 2010

Girls
78% increase since 2010

SOURCE: Cybulski et al., 2021



Self-Harm Emergency Dept Visits, 

Ontarian Teens (13-17)

SOURCE: Canadian National Ambulatory Care

Reporting System (NACRS) database

Boys

75% increase since 2010

Girls

138% increase since 2010



U.S. Suicide Rates (Ages 10-14)

SOURCE: CDC Wisqars Fatal Injury Reports

Boys
91.2% increase 
since 2010

Girls
167.4% increase 
since 2010



Kentucky Suicide Rates (Ages 10-24)

SOURCE: CDC Wisqars Fatal Injury Reports

Young People (10-24)
78.4% increase 
since 2010



School Alienation, Worldwide (Ages 15-16), Average Scores

Europe

English-speaking 

Latin America

Asia

Changes in school alienation, 2000-2018 

(teens ages 15-16), n = 1,049,784.

(1) Strongly disagree to strongly agree.(4)

Source: Program for International Student 

Assessment (PISA), 2002-2018. No data 

2006 and 2009.

“I feel like an outsider (or left out of 

things) at school” “

“I feel like I belong at school”

“I feel lonely at school.”



Yes, COVID mattered.

But an unprecedented reversal began 

in 2012.



Yes, COVID mattered.

But an unprecedented reversal began 

in 2012.

We are most of the way back to 1971



It’s Not Only Mental Health: Global PISA Test Scores (Age 15, 

OECD)
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OECD)



What happened?





Our Explanation: 

Play-Based to Phone-Based Childhoods

2010-2015







Act 1. The play-based childhood faded out 

gradually (1980-2010)

Act 2. The phone-based childhood stormed in with 

iPhone, social media, front-facing camera, and high-

speed internet (2010-2015)

A Tragedy in Two Acts
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Share of U.S. Households Using Specific Technologies (1925-2019)

Smartphone

SOURCE: Our World in Data, 2023

Social Media

Internet

Personal
computer

Color TV

Radio

Migration to 

the Digital 

World



The Rise of the Phone-Based Childhood 

Source: Monitoring the Future, 2008–

2015, graphed by Twenge (2017).

2006: FB opens to all

2007: Smartphones

2008: App Store

2009: FB adds “Like” button; Twitter 

“retweet”; Apple “push notifications”

2009-2011: Migration of teen social life 

onto social media in USA

2010: Front facing camera, IG

2012: FB buys Instagram; 

rapid growth

Epidemic Begins

Percent of 8th, 10th, and 12th graders using social 

networking sites almost every day.



The Great Rewiring of Childhood

to

A tool for connecting with

friends and family:

•No front-facing camera

•No internet

•No Instagram

•You pay for texts

A portal by which companies and 

strangers can get to you

•Front-facing camera

•High speed internet, Instagram, 

etc

•Unlimited data and texts

•Unlimited interruptions



Evidence of Harm Is Everywhere

● Evidence from the companies

● The correlational research

● The experimental research

● What young people say

● What parents say

● What educators say

● It fits the pattern: The timing, international scope, the age 

group, the gender, the disorders



The Industrial Scale Harm of Social Media



Snap: 10,000 reports of sextortion each month. 

This number, “likely represents a small fraction of 

this abuse.” 

TikTok: “leakage” rates of violating content that’s 

not removed. 

● 35.71% of “Normalization of Pedophilia”

● 33.33% of “Minor Sexual Solicitation” 

● 39.13% of “Minor Physical Abuse” 

● 30.36% of “leading minors off platform” 

● 50% of “Glorification of Minor Sexual Assault”

● “100% of “Fetishizing Minors”

Meta: 13%—roughly one in eight young teens—had 

experienced unwanted sexual advances in the past 

seven days.

“Instagram hosts the largest-scale sexual 

harassment of teens to have ever happened.” 

— Meta whistleblower, Arturo Bejar



Percent of UK Teens Depressed as a Function of Hours 

per Weekday on Social Media

Boys

Girls

SOURCE: Millennium Cohort Study.
Kelly (2018)

Correlational studies: Girls 

who spend more than 5 

hours a day are 3x more 

likely to be depressed.

“For every one hour increase in 

use, there is a 13% increased 

for depression” (Meta Analysis of 

26 studies)

Correlational Evidence



Females: 11–13

Males: Ages 14–15



Experimental Evidence

Social media reduction studies 

Evidence that social media reduction 

provides benefits is consistent from multi-

week reduction studies that measure 

anxiety and depression



Youth Today Blame Social Media

Methods: Ages 12-25, N = 4,000+
Source: Headspace National Youth Mental 
Health Survey, 2018.

https://headspace.org.au/assets/headspace-National-Youth-Mental-Health-Survey-2018.pdf


Teachers Today Blame Social Media

Source: NEA, 2,889 educators who are 

members of the National Education 

Association.

https://www.nea.org/resource-library/impact-social-media-and-personal-devices-mental-health


Teachers Today Blame Social Media

Source: NEA, 2,889 educators who are 

members of the National Education 

Association.

https://www.nea.org/resource-library/impact-social-media-and-personal-devices-mental-health


So Many Stories



So Many Additional Harms of the Phone-Based Life

1. Opportunity Cost

2. Attention Fragmentation/Learning Loss

3. Problematic Use (~10% of teens)

4. No guardrails (cyberbullying, drugs, dangerous challenges)



Overprotection in the real world, 

underprotection online
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National Bureau of Economic Research



Condition 1:

How much money would it take to 

deactivate your IG or TikTok for 4 

weeks?

Condition 2:

How much money would it take to 

deactivate your IG or TikTok for 4 

weeks, if most others did so too?

$50 Less than zero



“The [students] prefer the product not to exist, 

but cannot coordinate to stop using it”



Parents and Teens are Trapped



Four Foundational Reforms to Overcome The 

Collective Action Problem

1. No smartphones until high school (age 14)

2. No social media until 16

3. Phone-free schools 

4. Much more independence, free play, and 

responsibility in the real world
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Phone-Free Schools

It’s Not Only Mental Health: Global PISA 

Test Scores



Phone-Free Schools



Phone-Free Schools

Dozens of teachers have told me they spend more time policing kids’ phone 

use than they do teaching. For Rutherford—a 35-year-old teacher who once 

embraced technology—seeing kids checked out and, in his view, addicted, 

robbed him of the joy of teaching.

Before the detox Isabel Richey, a senior in Rutherford’s AP biology class, was 

spending six hours a day on her phone, most of it watching TikTok. “I would go 

on my phone at the beginning of every class and never get off,” she says.

She’s now down to about an hour a day, and has read nine novels since 

starting the detox. She’s also been doing homework in long chunks, 

without breaking to watch TikTok every 10 minutes. She says she’s in a better 

mood and feels less stress.



Phone-Free Schools

Going beyond instructional time bans

Source: NEA

https://www.nea.org/resource-library/impact-social-media-and-personal-devices-mental-health
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Phone-Free Schools

Going beyond instructional time bans



What We Are Hearing

● Laughter in the hallways. “We hadn’t heard that in ten years.”

● Teachers having to tell students to quiet down

● Much less distraction

● Teachers love it

● Students have a hard time at first, but grow to see its value



Phone-Free Schools

1. Encouraging schools to go phone free

2. Funding phone lockers and pouches

3. Funding research
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“71.5% regretted starting to smoke” (Nayak 2014)

https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/14/4/390


Catastrophic Failure

Bring an end to the Phone-Based 

Childhood

Restore the Play-Based Childhood



We need to do 

better for the 

next generation.



Learn more at

Anxiousgeneration.com

Afterbabel.com


