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Introduction

Growing Up on Mars

Suppose that when your first child turned ten, a visionary billion-
aire whom you've never met chose her to join the first permanent
human settlement on Mars. Her academic performance—plus an
analysis of her genome, which you don’t remember giving consent
for—clinched her a spot. Unbeknownst to you, she had signed her-
self up for the mission because she loves outer space, and, besides,
all of her friends have signed up. She begs you to let her go.

Before saying no, you agree to learn more. You learn that the
reason they're recruiting children is that they adapt better to
the unusual conditions of Mars than adults, particularly the low
gravity. If children go through puberty and its associated growth
spurt on Mars, their bodies will be permanently tailored to it,
unlike settlers who come over as adults. At least that’s the theory.
It is unknown whether Mars-adapted children would be able to
return to Earth.

You find other reasons for fear. First, there’s the radiation.
Earth’s flora and fauna evolved under the protective shield of
the magnetosphere, which blocks or diverts most of the solar
wind, cosmic rays, and other streams of harmful particles that
bombard our planet. Mars doesn’t have such a shield, so a far
greater number of ions would shoot through the DNA of each
cell in your daughter’s body. The project’s planners have built
protective shields for the Mars settlement based on studies of
adult astronauts, who have a slightly elevated risk of cancer after
spending a year in space.' But children are at an even higher risk,
because their cells are developing and diversifying more rapidly
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The Anxious Generation

and would experience higher rates of cellular damage. Did the
planners take this into account? Did they do any research on child
safety at all? As far as you can tell, no.

And then there’s gravity. Evolution optimized the structure of
every creature over eons for the gravitational force on our par-
ticular planet. From birth onward, each creature’s bones, joints,
muscles, and cardiovascular system develop in response to the
unchanging one-way pull of gravity. Removing this constant
pull profoundly affects our bodies. The muscles of adult astro-
nauts who spend months in the weightlessness of space become
weaker, and their bones become less dense. Their body fluids
collect in places where they shouldn’t, such as the brain cavity,
which puts pressure on the eyeballs and changes their shape.
Mars has gravity, but it’s only 38% of what a child would experi-
ence on Earth. Children raised in the low-gravity environment
of Mars would be at high risk of developing deformities in their
skeletons, hearts, eyes, and brains. Did the planners take this vul-
nerability of children into account? As far as you can tell, no.

So, would you let her go?

Of course not. You realize this is a completely insane idea—
sending children to Mars, perhaps never to return to Earth. Why
would any parent allow it? The company behind the project is
racing to stake its claim to Mars before any rival company. Its
leaders don’t seem to know anything about child development
and don’t seem to care about children’s safety. Worse still: The
company did not require proof of parental permission. As long as a
child checks a box stating she has obtained parental permission,
she can blast off to Mars.

No company could ever take our children away and endanger
them without our consent, or they would face massive liabilities.
Right?

At the turn of the millennium, technology companies based on the
West Coast of the United States created a set of world-changing
Copyrighted Material
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products that took advantage of the rapidly growing internet.
There was a widely shared sense of techno-optimism; these
products made life easier, more fun, and more productive.
Some of them helped people to connect and communicate, and
therefore it seemed likely they would be a boon to the growing
number of emerging democracies. Coming soon after the fall of
the Iron Curtain, it felt like the dawn of a new age. The founders
of these companies were hailed as heroes, geniuses, and global
benefactors who, like Prometheus, brought gifts from the gods
to humanity.

But the tech industry wasn't just transforming life for adults.
It began transforming life for children too. Children and adoles-
cents had been watching a lot of television since the 1950s, but
the new technologies were far more portable, personalized, and
engaging than anything that came before. Parents discovered this
truth early, as I did in 2008, when my two-year-old son mastered
the touch-and-swipe interface of my first iPhone. Many parents
were relieved to find that a smartphone or tablet could keep a
child happily engaged and quiet for hours. Was this safe? Nobody
knew, but because everyone else was doing it, everyone just
assumed that it must be okay.

Yet the companies had done little or no research on the mental
health effects of their products on children and adolescents, and
they shared no data with researchers studying the health effects.
When faced with growing evidence that their products were
harming young people, they mostly engaged in denial, obfusca-
tion, and public relations campaigns.” Companies that strive to
maximize “engagement” by using psychological tricks to keep
young people clicking were the worst offenders. They hooked
children during vulnerable developmental stages, while their
brains were rapidly rewiring in response to incoming stimula-
tion. This included social media companies, which inflicted
their greatest damage on girls, and video game companies and
pornography sites, which sank their hooks deepest into boys.*
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By designing a firehose of addictive content that entered through
kids’ eyes and ears, and by displacing physical play and in-person
socializing, these companies have rewired childhood and changed
human development on an almost unimaginable scale. The most
intense period of this rewiring was 2010 to 2015, although the
story I will tell begins with the rise of fearful and overprotective
parenting in the 1980s and continues through the COVID pan-
demic to the present day.

What legal limits have we imposed on these tech companies
so far? In the United States, which ended up setting the norms
for most other countries, the main prohibition is the Children’s
Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA), enacted in 1998. It
requires children under 13 to get parental consent before they
can sign a contract with a company (the terms of service) to
give away their data and some of their rights when they open an
account. That set the effective age of “internet adulthood” at 13,
for reasons that had little to do with children’s safety or mental
health.” But the wording of the law doesn’t require companies
to verify ages; as long as a child checks a box to assert that she’s
old enough (or puts in the right fake birthday), she can go almost
anywhere on the internet without her parents’ knowledge or
consent. In fact, 40% of American children under 13 have created
Instagram accounts,’ yet there has been no update of federal laws
since 1998. (The UK., on the other hand, has taken some initial
steps, as have a few U.S. states.”)

A few of these companies are behaving like the tobacco and
vaping industries, which designed their products to be highly
addictive and then skirted laws limiting marketing to minors. We
can also compare them to the oil companies that fought against
the banning of leaded gasoline. In the mid-20th century, evidence
began to mount that the hundreds of thousands of tons of lead
put into the atmosphere each year, just by drivers in the United
States, were interfering with the brain development of tens of
millions of children, impairing their cognitive development and
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increasing rates of antisocial behavior. Even still, the oil compa-
nies continued to produce, market, and sell it.?

Of course, there is an enormous difference between the big
social media companies today and, say, the big tobacco com-
panies of the mid-20th century: Social media companies are
making products that are useful for adults, helping them to find
information, jobs, friends, love, and sex; making shopping and
political organizing more efficient; and making life easier in a
thousand ways. Most of us would be happy to live in a world
with no tobacco, but social media is far more valuable, helpful,
and even beloved by many adults. Some adults have problems
with addiction to social media and other online activities, but as
with tobacco, alcohol, or gambling we generally leave it up to
them to make their own decisions.

The same is not true for minors. While the reward-seeking parts
of the brain mature earlier, the frontal cortex—essential for self-
control, delay of gratification, and resistance to temptation—is
not up to full capacity until the mid-20s, and preteens are at a par-
ticularly vulnerable point in development. As they begin puberty,
they are often socially insecure, easily swayed by peer pressure, and
easily lured by any activity that seems to offer social validation. We
don't let preteens buy tobacco or alcohol, or enter casinos. The
costs of using social media, in particular, are high for adolescents,
compared with adults, while the benefits are minimal. Let children
grow up on Earth first, before sending them to Mars.

This book tells the story of what happened to the generation
born after 1995,” popularly known as Gen Z, the generation that
follows the millennials (born 1981 to 1995). Some marketers tell us
that Gen Z ends with the birth year 2010 or so, and they offer the
name Gen Alpha for the children born after that, but I don’t think
that Gen Z—the anxious generation—will have an end date until
we change the conditions of childhood that are making young
people so anxious."
Copyrighted Material
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Thanks to the social psychologist Jean Twenge’s groundbreaking
work, we know that what causes generations to differ goes beyond
the events children experience (such as wars and depressions) and
includes changes in the technologies they used as children (radio,
then television, personal computers, the internet, the iPhone)."
The oldest members of Gen Z began puberty around 2009, when
several tech trends converged: the rapid spread of high-speed broad-
band in the 2000s, the arrival of the iPhone in 2007, and the new age
of hyper-viralized social media. The last of these was kicked off in
2009 by the arrival of the “like” and “retweet” (or “share”) buttons,
which transformed the social dynamics of the online world. Before
2009, social media was most useful as a way to keep up with your
friends, and with fewer instant and reverberating feedback func-
tions it generated much less of the toxicity we see today."

A fourth trend began just a few years later, and it hit girls much
harder than boys: the increased prevalence of posting images of
oneself, after smartphones added front-facing cameras (2010) and
Facebook acquired Instagram (2012), boosting its popularity. This
greatly expanded the number of adolescents posting carefully
curated photos and videos of their lives for their peers and stran-
gers, not just to see, but to judge.

Gen Z became the first generation in history to go through
puberty with a portal in their pockets that called them away
from the people nearby and into an alternative universe that was
exciting, addictive, unstable, and—as I will show—unsuitable for
children and adolescents. Succeeding socially in that universe
required them to devote a large part of their consciousness—
perpetually—to managing what became their online brand. This
was now necessary to gain acceptance from peers, which is the
oxygen of adolescence, and to avoid online shaming, which is the
nightmare of adolescence. Gen Z teens got sucked into spending
many hours of each day scrolling through the shiny happy posts
of friends, acquaintances, and distant influencers. They watched
increasing quantities of user-generated videos and streamed
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entertainment, offered to them by autoplay and algorithms that
were designed to keep them online aslong as possible. They spent
far less time playing with, talking to, touching, or even making
eye contact with their friends and families, thereby reducing their
participation in embodied social behaviors that are essential for
successful human development.

The members of Gen Z are, therefore, the test subjects for a
radical new way of growing up, far from the real-world interac-
tions of small communities in which humans evolved. Call it the
Great Rewiring of Childhood. It’s as if they became the first gen-
eration to grow up on Mars.

The Great Rewiring is not just about changes in the technologies
that shape children’s days and minds. There’s a second plotline
here: the well-intentioned and disastrous shift toward over-
protecting children and restricting their autonomy in the real
world. Children need a great deal of free play to thrive. It’s an
imperative that’s evident across all mammal species. The small-
scale challenges and setbacks that happen during play are like an
inoculation that prepares children to face much larger challenges
later. But for a variety of historical and sociological reasons, free
play began to decline in the 1980s, and the decline accelerated
in the 1990s. Adults in the United States, the UK., and Canada
increasingly began to assume that if they ever let a child walk
outside unsupervised, the child would attract kidnappers and sex
offenders. Unsupervised outdoor play declined at the same time
that the personal computer became more common and more
inviting as a place for spending free time.*

* There is good evidence that the trends in overprotection, technology use, and
mental health I describe happened in largely similar ways and at the same time
in all of the countries of the Anglosphere: the United States, the UK., Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand (see Rausch & Haidt, 2023, March). I believe they
are happening in most or all of the developed Western nations, although with
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I propose that we view the late 1980s as the beginning of the
transition from a “play-based childhood” to a “phone-based child-
hood,” a transition that was not complete until the mid-2010s,
when most adolescents had their own smartphone. I use “phone-
based” broadly to include all of the internet-connected personal
electronics that came to fill young people’s time, including laptop
computers, tablets, internet-connected video game consoles,
and, most important, smartphones with millions of apps.

When I speak of a play-based or phone-based “childhood,” I'm
using that term broadly too. I mean it to include both children and
adolescents (rather than having to write out “phone-based child-
hood and adolescence™). Developmental psychologists often mark
the transition between childhood and adolescence as being the
onset of puberty, but because puberty arrives at different times for
different kids, and because it has been shifting younger in recent
decades, it is no longer correct to equate adolescence to the teen
years."” This is how age will be categorized in the rest of this book:

¢ Children: o through 12.

 Adolescents: 10 through 20.

 Teens: 13 through 19.

¢ Minors: Everyone who is under 18. I'll also use the word
“kids” sometimes, because it sounds less formal and
technical than “minors.”

The overlap between children and adolescents is intentional:
Kids who are 10 to 12 are between childhood and adolescence,
and are often called tweens for that reason. (This period is also
known as early adolescence.) They are as playful as younger
children, yet they are beginning to develop the social and psycho-
logical complexities of adolescents.

variations based on the degree of individualism, social integration, and other
cultural variables. I am collecting studies from other parts of the world and will
be writing about trends in those countries on the After Babel Substack.
Copyrighted Material
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As the transition from play-based to phone-based child-
hood proceeded, many children and adolescents were perfectly
happy to stay indoors and play online, but in the process they
lost exposure to the kinds of challenging physical and social
experiences that all young mammals need to develop basic
competencies, overcome innate childhood fears, and prepare
to rely less on their parents. Virtual interactions with peers do
not fully compensate for these experiential losses. Moreover,
those whose playtime and social lives moved online found
themselves increasingly wandering through adult spaces, con-
suming adult content, and interacting with adults in ways that
are often harmful to minors. So even while parents worked to
eliminate risk and freedom in the real world, they generally,
and often unknowingly, granted full independence in the vir-
tual world, in part because most found it difficult to understand
what was going on there, let alone know what to restrict or how
to restrict it.

My central claim in this book is that these two trends—
overprotection in the real world and underprotection in the virtual
world—are the major reasons why children born after 1995 became
the anxious generation.

A few notes about terminology. When I talk about the “real
world,” T am referring to relationships and social interactions
characterized by four features that have been typical for millions
of years:

1. They are embodied, meaning that we use our bodies to
communicate, we are conscious of the bodies of others,
and we respond to the bodies of others both consciously
and unconsciously.

2. They are synchronous, which means they are happening
at the same time, with subtle cues about timing and turn
taking.

Copyrighted Material
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3. They involve primarily one-to-one or one-to-several commu-
nication, with only one interaction happening at a given
moment.

4. They take place within communities that have a high bar for
entry and exit, so people are strongly motivated to invest in
relationships and repair rifts when they happen.

In contrast, when I talk about the “virtual world,” I am referring
to relationships and interactions characterized by four features
that have been typical for just a few decades:

1. They are disembodied, meaning that no body is needed,
just language. Partners could be (and already are) artificial
intelligences (Als).

2. They are heavily asynchronous, happening via text-based
posts and comments. (A video call is different; it is
synchronous.)

3. They involve a substantial number of one-to-many com-
munications, broadcasting to a potentially vast audience.
Multiple interactions can be happening in parallel.

4. They take place within communities that have a low bar for
entry and exit, so people can block others or just quit when
they are not pleased. Communities tend to be short-lived,
and relationships are often disposable.

In practice, the lines blur. My family is very much real world,
even though we use FaceTime, texting, and email to keep in touch.
Conversely, a relationship between two scientists in the 18th cen-
tury who knew each other only from an exchange of letters was
closer to a virtual relationship. The key factor is the commitment
required to make relationships work. When people are raised in a
community that they cannot easily escape, they do what our ances-
tors have done for millions of years: They learn how to manage
relationships, and how to manage themselves and their emotions
in order to keep those precious relationships going. There are
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certainly many online communities that have found ways to create
strong interpersonal commitments and a feeling of belonging, but
in general, when children are raised in multiple mutating networks
where they don't need to use their real names and they can quit
with the click of a button, they are less likely to learn such skills.

This book has four parts. They explain the mental health trends
among adolescents since 2010 (part 1); the nature of childhood
and how we messed it up (part 2); the harms that result from
the new phone-based childhood (part 3); and what we must do
now to reverse the damage in our families, schools, and societies
(part 4). Change is possible, if we can act together.

Part 1 has a single chapter laying out the facts about the decline
in teen mental health and wellbeing in the 21st century, showing
how devastating the rapid switch to a phone-based childhood has
been. The decline in mental health is indicated by a sharp rise in
rates of anxiety, depression, and self-harm, beginning in the early
2010s, which hit girls hardest. For boys, the story is more compli-
cated. The increases are often smaller (except for suicide rates),
and they sometimes begin a bit earlier.

Part 2 gives the backstory. The mental health crisis of the 20108
has its roots in the rising parental fearfulness and overprotection
of the 1990s. I show how smartphones, along with overprotec-
tion, acted like “experience blockers,” which made it difficult for
children and adolescents to get the embodied social experiences
they needed most, from risky play and cultural apprenticeships to
rites of passage and romantic attachments.

In part 3, I present research showing that a phone-based child-
hood disrupts child development in many ways. I describe four
foundational harms: sleep deprivation, social deprivation, atten-
tion fragmentation, and addiction. I then zoom in on girls* to

*A note about gender: Girls and boys use different platforms (on average) in dif-
ferent ways, and they experience different patterns of mental health and mental
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show that social media use does not just correlate with mental
illness; it causes it, and I lay out the empirical evidence showing
multiple ways that it does so. I explain how boys came to their poor
mental health by a slightly different route. I show how the Great
Rewiring contributed to their rising rates of “failure to launch”™—
that is, to make the transition from adolescence to adulthood and
its associated responsibilities. I close part 3 with reflections on
how a phone-based life changes us all—children, adolescents, and
adults—Dby bringing us “down” on what I can only describe as a
spiritual dimension. I discuss six ancient spiritual practices that
can help us all live better today:.

In part 4, Ilay out what we can and must do now. I offer advice,
based on research, for what tech companies, governments,
schools, and parents can do to break out of a variety of “col-
lective action problems.” These are traps long studied by social
scientists in which an individual acting alone faces high costs, but
if people can coordinate and act together, they can more easily
choose actions that are better for all in the long run.

As a professor at New York University who teaches graduate
and undergraduate courses, and who speaks at many high schools
and colleges, I have found that Gen Z has several great strengths
that will help them drive positive change. The first is that they are
not in denial. They want to get stronger and healthier, and most
are open to new ways of interacting. The second strength is that
they want to bring about systemic change to create a more just

illness, so a substantial part of this book (particularly chapters 6 and 7) looks
at trends and processes separately for girls and boys. It is noteworthy that an
increasing number of Gen Z youth identify as non-binary. Several studies indi-
cate that the mental health of non-binary youth is even worse than for their
male and female peers (see Price-Feeney et al., 2020). Research on this group
remains scarce, both historically and currently. I hope that future studies will
explore how these technologies distinctly affect non-binary youth. Most of the
research I present in this book applies to all adolescents. For example, the four
foundational harms affect adolescents regardless of their gender identity.
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and caring world, and they are adept at organizing to do so (yes,
using social media). In the last year or so, I've been hearing about
an increasing number of young people who are turning their
attention to the ways the tech industry exploits them. As they
organize and innovate, they’ll find new solutions beyond those I
propose in this book, and they’ll make them happen.

I am a social psychologist, not a clinical psychologist or a media
studies scholar. But the collapse of adolescent mental health is an
urgent and complex topic that we can’t understand from any one
disciplinary perspective. I study morality, emotion, and culture.
Along the way I've picked up some tools and perspectives that I'll
bring to the study of child development and adolescent mental
health.

I have been active in the field of positive psychology since its
birth in the late 1990s, immersed in research on the causes of
happiness. My first book, The Happiness Hypothesis, examines 10
“great truths” that ancient cultures East and West discovered
about how to live a flourishing life.

Based on that book, I taught a course called Flourishing when I
was a professor of psychology at the University of Virginia (until
2011), and I teach versions of it now at NYU’s Stern School of
Business, to undergraduates and to MBA students. I have seen
the rising levels of anxiety and device addiction as my students
have changed from millennials using flip phones to Gen Z using
smartphones. I have learned from their candor in discussing their
mental health challenges and their complex relationships with
technology.

My second book, The Righteous Mind, lays out my own research
on the evolved psychological foundations of morality. I explore
the reasons why good people are divided by politics and religion,
paying special attention to people’s needs to be bound into moral
communities that give them a sense of shared meaning and pur-
pose. This work prepared me to see how online social networks,
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which can be useful for helping adults achieve their goals, may
not be effective substitutes for real-world communities within
which children have been rooted, shaped, and raised for hun-
dreds of thousands of years.

But it was my third book that led me directly to the study of
adolescent mental health. My friend Greg Lukianoft was among
the first to notice that something had changed very suddenly
on college campuses as students began engaging in exactly the
distorted thinking patterns that Greg had learned to identify
and reject when he learned CBT (cognitive behavioral therapy)
after a severe episode of depression in 2007. Greg is a lawyer
and the president of the Foundation for Individual Rights and
Expression, which has long helped students defend their rights
against censorious campus administrators. In 2014, he saw some-
thing strange happening: Students themselves began demanding
that colleges protect them from books and speakers that made
them feel “unsafe.” Greg thought that universities were some-
how teaching students to engage in cognitive distortions such as
catastrophizing, black-and-white thinking, and emotional rea-
soning, and that this could actually be causing students to become
depressed and anxious. In August 2015, we presented this idea in
an Atlantic essay titled “The Coddling of the American Mind.”

We were only partially correct: Some college courses and
new academic trends' were indeed inadvertently teaching cog-
nitive distortions. But by 2017 it had become clear that the rise
of depression and anxiety was happening in many countries, to
adolescents of all educational levels, social classes, and races. On
average, people born in and after 1996 were different, psychologi-
cally, from those who had been born just a few years earlier.

We decided to expand our Atlantic article into a book with
the same title. In it, we analyzed the causes of this mental illness
crisis, drawing on Jean Twenge’s 2017 book, iGen. At the time,
however, nearly all evidence was correlational: Soon after teens
got iPhones, they started getting more depressed. The heaviest

Copyrighted Material
14



Growing Up on Mars

users were also the most depressed, while those who spent more
time in face-to-face activities, such as on sports teams and in
religious communities, were the healthiest.”” But given that cor-
relation is not proof of causation, we cautioned parents not to
take drastic action on the basis of existing research.

Now, as I write in 2023, there’s a lot more research—
experimental as well as correlational—showing that social media
harms adolescents, especially girls going through puberty.* T have
also discovered, while doing the research for this book, that the
causes of the problem are broader than I had initially thought.
It’s not just about smartphones and social media; it’s about a his-
toric and unprecedented transformation of human childhood.
The transformation is affecting boys as much as girls.

We have more than a century of experience in making the real
world safe for kids. Automobiles became popular in the early
20th century and tens of thousands of children died in them
until eventually we mandated seat belts (in the 1960s) and then
car seats (in the 1980s).” When I was in high school in the late
1970s, many of my fellow students smoked cigarettes, which they
could easily buy from vending machines. Eventually, America
banned those machines, inconveniencing adult smokers, who
then had to purchase cigarettes from a store clerk who could
verify their age."

Over the course of many decades, we found ways to pro-
tect children while mostly allowing adults to do what they
want. Then quite suddenly, we created a virtual world where
adults could indulge any momentary whim, but children were
left nearly defenseless. As evidence mounts that phone-based
childhood is making our children mentally unhealthy, socially
isolated, and deeply unhappy, are we okay with that trade-off?
Or will we eventually realize, as we did in the 20th century, that
we sometimes need to protect children from harm even when it
inconveniences adults?
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I'll offer many ideas for reforms in part 4, all of which aim to
reverse the two big mistakes we’ve made: overprotecting children
in the real world (where they need to learn from vast amounts of
direct experience) and underprotecting them online (where they
are particularly vulnerable during puberty). The suggestions I offer
are based on the research I present in parts 1 through 3. Since the
research findings are complicated and some of them are contested
among researchers, I will surely be wrong on some points, and I
will do my best to correct any errors by updating the online supple-
ment for the book. Nonetheless, there are four reforms that are so
important, and in which I have such a high degree of confidence,
that I'm going to call them foundational. They would provide a
foundation for healthier childhood in the digital age. They are:

1. No smartphones before high school. Parents should delay
children’s entry into round-the-clock internet access by
giving only basic phones (phones with limited apps and no
internet browser) before ninth grade (roughly age 14).

2. No social media before 16. Let kids get through the most
vulnerable period of brain development before connecting
them to a firehose of social comparison and algorithmically
chosen influencers.

3. Phone-freeschools. Inallschools from elementary through high
school, students should store their phones, smartwatches,
and any other personal devices that can send or receive texts
in phone lockers or locked pouches during the school day.
That is the only way to free up their attention for each other
and for their teachers.

4. Far more unsupervised play and childhood independence. That’s
the way children naturally develop social skills, overcome
anxiety, and become self-governing young adults.

These four reforms are not hard to implement—if many of us do
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them at the same time. They cost almost nothing. They will work
even if we never get help from our legislators. If most of the parents
and schools in a community were to enact all four, I believe they
would see substantial improvements in adolescent mental health
within two years. Given that Al and spatial computing (such as
Apple’s new Vision Pro goggles) are about to make the virtual world
far more immersive and addictive, I think we’d better start today.

While writing The Happiness Hypothesis, I came to have great
respect for ancient wisdom and the discoveries of previous genera-
tions. What would the sages advise us today about managing our
phone-based lives? They’d tell us to get off our devices and regain
control of our minds. Here is Epictetus, in the first century ck,
lamenting the human tendency to let others control our emotions:

If your body was turned over to just anyone, you would doubtless
take exception. Why aren’t you ashamed that you have made your
mind vulnerable to anyone who happens to criticize you, so that it
automatically becomes confused and upset?"”

Anyone who checks their “mentions” on social media, or has
ever been thrown for a loop by what somebody posted about
them, will understand Epictetus’s concern. Even those who are
rarely mentioned or criticized, and who simply scroll through a
bottomless feed featuring the doings, rantings, and goings-on of
other people, will appreciate Marcus Aurelius’s advice to himself,
in the second century ck:

Don’t waste the rest of your time here worrying about other
people—unless it affects the common good. It will keep you from
doing anything useful. You’ll be too preoccupied with what so-
and-so is doing, and why, and what they’re saying, and what they’re
thinking, and what they’re up to, and all the other things that
throw you off and keep you from focusing on your own mind.*
Copyrighted Material
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Adults in Gen X and prior generations have not experienced
much of a rise in clinical depression or anxiety disorders since
2010,”' but many of us have become more frazzled, scattered, and
exhausted by our new technologies and their incessant interrup-
tions and distractions. As generative Al enables the production
of super-realistic and fabricated photographs, videos, and news
stories, life online is likely to get far more confusing.”” It doesn’t
have to be that way; we can regain control of our own minds.

This book is not just for parents, teachers, and others who care
for or about children. It is for anyone who wants to understand
how the most rapid rewiring of human relationships and con-
sciousness in human history has made it harder for all of us to
think, focus, forget ourselves enough to care about others, and
build close relationships.

The Anxious Generation is a book about how to reclaim human
life for human beings in all generations.
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PART ONE

A Tidal Wave
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I.
The Surge of Suffering

When I talk with parents of adolescents, the conversation often
turns to smartphones, social media, and video games. The stories
parents tell me tend to fall into a few common patterns. One is
the “constant conflict” story: Parents try to lay down rules and
enforce limits, but there are just so many devices, so many argu-
ments about why a rule needs to be relaxed, and so many ways
around the rules, that family life has come to be dominated by
disagreements about technology. Maintaining family rituals and
basic human connections can feel like resisting an ever-rising tide,
one that engulfs parents as well as children.

For most of the parents I talk to, their stories don’t center
on any diagnosed mental illness. Instead, there is an underlying
worry that something unnatural is going on, and that their chil-
dren are missing something—really, almost everything—as their
online hours accumulate.

But sometimes the stories parents tell me are darker. Parents
feel that they have lost their child. A mother I spoke with in Boston
told me about the efforts she and her husband had made to keep
their fourteen-year-old daughter, Emily,' away from Instagram.
They could see the damaging effects it was having on her. To
curb her access, they tried various programs to monitor and limit
the apps on her phone. However, family life devolved into a con-
stant struggle in which Emily eventually found ways around the
restrictions. In one distressing episode, she got into her mother’s
phone, disabled the monitoring software, and threatened to kill
herself if her parents reinstalled it. Her mother told me:
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It feels like the only way to remove social media and the smart-
phone from her life is to move to a deserted island. She attended
summer camp for six weeks each summer where no phones were
permitted—no electronics at all. Whenever we picked her up
from camp she was her normal self. But as soon as she started
using her phone again it was back to the same agitation and glum-
ness. Last year I took her phone away for two months and gave
her a flip phone and she returned to her normal self.

When I hear such stories about boys, they usually involve
video games (and sometimes pornography) rather than social
media, particularly when a boy makes the transition from being
a casual gamer to a heavy gamer. I met a carpenter who told
me about his 14-year-old son, James, who has mild autism.
James had been making good progress in school before COVID
arrived, and also in the martial art of judo. But once schools
were shut down, when James was eleven, his parents bought
him a PlayStation, because they had to find something for him
to do at home.

At first it improved James’s life—he really enjoyed the games
and social connections. But as he started playing Fortnite for
lengthening periods of time, his behavior began to change.
“That’s when all the depression, anger, and laziness came out.
That’s when he started snapping at us,” the father told me. To
address James’s sudden change in behavior, he and his wife took
all of his electronics away. When they did this, James showed
withdrawal symptoms, including irritability and aggressiveness,
and he refused to come out of his room. Although the inten-
sity of his symptoms lessened after a few days, his parents still
felt trapped: “We tried to limit his use, but he doesn’t have any
friends, other than those he communicates with online, so how
much can we cut him off?”

No matter the pattern or severity of their story, what is
common among parents is the feeling that they are trapped
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and powerless. Most parents don’t want their children to have
a phone-based childhood, but somehow the world has recon-
figured itself so that any parent who resists is condemning their
children to social isolation.

In the rest of this chapter, I'm going to show you evidence that
something big is happening, something changed in the lives of
young people in the early 2010s that made their mental health
plunge. But before we immerse ourselves in the data, I wanted to
share with you the voices of parents who feel that their children
were in some sense swept away, and who are now struggling to get
them back.

The Wave Begins

There was little sign of an impending mental illness crisis
among adolescents in the 2000s.> Then, quite suddenly, in the
early 2010s, things changed. Each case of mental illness has
many causes; there is always a complex backstory involving
genes, childhood experiences, and sociological factors. My
focus is on why rates of mental illness went up in so many
countries between 2010 and 2015 for Gen Z (and some late mil-
lennials) while older generations were much less affected. Why
was there a synchronized international increase in rates of ado-
lescent anxiety and depression?

Greg and I finished writing The Coddling of the American Mind
in early 2018. Figure 1.1 is based on a graph that we included in
our book, with data through 2016. I have updated it to show what
has happened since. In a survey conducted every year by the U.S.
government, teens are asked a series of questions about their
drug use, along with a few questions about their mental health.
Examples include asking whether you have experienced a long
period of feeling “sad, empty, or depressed,” or a long period
in which you “lost interest and became bored with most of the
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Major Depression Among Teens
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Figure 1.1. Percent of US. teens (ages 12-17) who had at least one major
depressive episode in the past year, by self-report based on a symptom
checklist. This was figure 7.1 in The Coddling of the American Mind, now updated
with data beyond 2016. (Source: U.S. National Survey on Drug Use and
Health.)’

things you usually enjoy”? Those who answered yes to more than
five out of nine questions about symptoms of major depression
are classified as being highly likely to have suffered from a “major
depressive episode” in the past year.

You can see a sudden and very large upturn in major
depressive episodes, beginning around 2o012. (In Figure 1.1,
and in most of the graphs to follow, I have added a shaded
area to make it easy for you to judge whether or not some-
thing changed between 2010 and 2015, which is the period I call
“The Great Rewiring.”) The increase for girls was much larger
than the increase for boys in absolute terms (the number of
additional cases since 2010), and a hockey stick shape jumps
out more clearly. However, boys started at a lower level than
girls, so in relative terms (the percent change since 2010, which
I'll always use as the baseline), the increases were similar for
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both sexes—roughly 150%. In other words, depression became
roughly two and a half times more prevalent. The increases hap-
pened across all races and social classes.” The data for 2020 was
collected partly before and partly after COVID shutdowns, and
by then one out of every four American teen girls had experi-
enced a major depressive episode in the previous year. You can
also see that things got worse in 2021; the lines tilt more steeply
upward after 2020. But the great majority of the rise was in
place before the COVID pandemic.

The Nature of the Surge

What on earth happened to teens in the early 2010s? We need
to figure out who is suffering from what, beginning when. It is
extremely important to answer these questions precisely, in
order to identify the causes of the surge and to identify poten-
tial ways to reverse it. That is what my team set out to do, and
this chapter will lay out in some detail how we came to our
conclusions.

We found important clues to this mystery by digging into
more data on adolescent mental health.” The first clue is that the
rise is concentrated in disorders related to anxiety and depression,
which are classed together in the psychiatric category known
as internalizing disorders. These are disorders in which a person
feels strong distress and experiences the symptoms inwardly. The
person with an internalizing disorder feels emotions such as anx-
iety, fear, sadness, and hopelessness. They ruminate. They often
withdraw from social engagement.

In contrast, externalizing disorders are those in which a
person feels distress and turns the symptoms and responses
outward, aimed at other people. These conditions include
conduct disorder, difficulty with anger management, and ten-
dencies toward violence and excessive risk-taking. Across ages,

Copyrighted Material
25



The Anxious Generation

cultures, and countries, girls and women suffer higher rates of
internalizing disorders, while boys and men suffer from higher
rates of externalizing disorders.® That said, both sexes suffer
from both, and both sexes have been experiencing more inter-
nalizing disorders and fewer externalizing disorders since the
early 2010s.”

You can see the ballooning rates of internalizing disorders in
figure 1.2, which shows the percentage of college students who
said that they had received various diagnoses from a professional.
The data comes from standardized surveys by universities, aggre-
gated by the American College Health Association.® The lines for
depression and anxiety start out much higher than all other diag-
noses and then increase more than any other in both relative and
absolute terms. Nearly all of the increases in mental illness on
college campuses in the 20108 came from increases in anxiety and/
or depression."

A second clue is that the surge is concentrated in Gen Z, with

Mental Illness Among College Students
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Figure 1.2. Percent of US. undergraduates with each of several mental illnesses.
Rates of diagnosis of various mental illnesses increased in the 2010s among
college students, especially for anxiety and depression. (Source: American
College Health Association.)’
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some spillover to younger millennials. You can see this in figure
1.3, which shows the percentage of respondents in four age-groups
who reported feeling nervous in the past month “most of the
time” or “all of the time.” There is no trend for any of the four
age-groups before 2012, but then the youngest group (which GenZ
begins to enter in 2014) starts to rise sharply. The next-older group
(mostly millennials) rises too, though not as much, and the two
oldest groups are relatively flat: a slight rise for Gen X (born 1965—
1980) and a slight decrease for the baby boomers (born 1946-1964).

What Is Anxiety?

Anxiety is related to fear, but is not the same thing. The diagnostic
manual of psychiatry (DSM-5-TR) defines fear as “the emotional
response to real or perceived imminent threat, whereas anxiety is

Anxiety Prevalence by Age
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Figure 1.3. Percent of U.S. adults reporting high levels of anxiety by age group.
(Source: U.S. National Survey on Drug Use and Health.)"
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anticipation of future threat.”*? Both can be healthy responses to
reality, but when excessive, they can become disorders.

Anxiety and its associated disorders seem to be the defining
mental illnesses of young people today. Across a variety of mental
health diagnoses, you can see that anxiety rates rose most in figure
1.2, with depression following closely behind. A 2022 study of more
than 37,000 high school students in Wisconsin found an increase
in the prevalence of anxiety from 34% in 2012 to 44% in 2018, with
larger increases among girls and LGBTQ teens.” A 2023 study of
American college students found that 37% reported feeling anxious
“always” or “most of the time,” while an additional 31% felt this
way “about half the time.” This means that only one-third of college
students said they feel anxiety less than half the time or never."

Fear is arguably the most important emotion for survival across
the animal kingdom. In a world rife with predators, those with
lightning-fast responses were more likely to pass on their genes. In
fact, quick responses to threats are so important that the brains of
mammals can trigger a fear response before information from the
eyes has even made it to the visual centers in the back of the brain
for full processing.”” This is why we can feel a wave of fear, or jump
out of the way of an oncoming car, before we're even conscious
of what we're looking at. Fear is an alarm bell connected to a rapid
response system. Once the threat is over, the alarm stops ringing,
stress hormones stop flowing, and the feeling of fear subsides.

While fear triggers the full response system at the moment of
danger, anxiety triggers parts of the same system when a threat
is merely perceived as possible. It is healthy to be anxious and on
alert when one is in a situation where there really could be dangers
lurking. But when our alarm bell is on a hair trigger so that it is fre-
quently activated by ordinary events—including many that pose no
real threat—it keeps us in a perpetual state of distress. This is when
ordinary, healthy, temporary anxiety turns into an anxiety disorder.

It is also important to note that our alarm bell did not just
evolve as a response to physical threats. Our evolutionary
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advantage came from our larger brains and our capacity to form
strong social groups, thus making us particularly attuned to social
threats such as being shunned or shamed. People—and particu-
larly adolescents—are often more concerned about the threat of
“social death” than physical death.

Anxiety affects the mind and body in multiple ways. For many,
anxiety is felt in the body as tension or tightness and as discom-
fort in the abdomen and chest cavity.'* Emotionally, anxiety is
experienced as dread, worry, and, after a while, exhaustion. Cog-
nitively, it often becomes difficult to think clearly, pulling people
into states of unproductive rumination and provoking cognitive
distortions that are the focus of cognitive behavioral therapy
(CBT), such as catastrophizing, overgeneralizing, and black-and-
white thinking. For those with anxiety disorders, these distorted
thinking patterns often elicit uncomfortable physical symptoms,
which then induce feelings of fear and worry, which then trigger
more anxious thinking, perpetuating a vicious cycle.

The second most common psychological disorder among
young people today is depression, as you can see in figure 1.2. The
main psychiatric category here is called major depressive disorder
(MDD). Its two key symptoms are depressed mood (feeling sad,
empty, hopeless) and a loss of interest or pleasure in most or all
activities.”” “How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable, seem to me all
the uses of this world,” said Hamlet,'® immediately after lamenting
God’s prohibition against “self-slaughter.” For a diagnosis of MDD,
these symptoms must be consistently present for at least two weeks.
They are often accompanied by physical symptoms, including sig-
nificant weight loss or weight gain, sleeping far less or far more
than normal, and fatigue. They are also accompanied by disordered
thinking, including an inability to concentrate, dwelling on one’s
transgressions or failings (causing feelings of guilt) and the many
cognitive distortions that CBT tries to counteract. People experien-
cing a depressive disorder are likely to think about suicide because it
feels like their current suffering will never end, and death is an end.
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An important feature of depression for this book is its link to
social relationships. People are more likely to become depressed
when they become (or feel) more socially disconnected, and
depression then makes people less interested and able to seek out
social connection. As with anxiety, there is a vicious circle. So I'll
be paying close attention to friendship and social relationships
in this book. We’ll see that a play-based childhood strengthens
them, while a phone-based childhood weakens them.

I am not generally prone to anxiety or depression, yet I have suf-
fered from prolonged anxiety, requiring medication, during three
periods of my life. One included a diagnosis of major depression.
So I can, to an extent, sympathize with what many young people
are going through. I know that adolescents with anxiety or depres-
sive disorders can’t just “snap out of it” or decide to “toughen up.”
These disorders are caused by a combination of genes (some people
are more predisposed to them), thought patterns (which can be
learned and unlearned), and social or environmental conditions.
But because genes didn’t change between 2010 and 2015, we must
figure out what thought patterns and social/environmental cond;i-
tions changed to cause this tidal wave of anxiety and depression.

It’s Not Real, Is It?

Many mental health experts were initially skeptical that these
large increases in anxiety and depression reflected real increases
in mental illness. The day after we published The Coddling of the
American Mind, an essay appeared in The New York Times with the
headline “The Big Myth About Teenage Anxiety.”" In it, a psych-
iatrist raised several important objections to what he saw as a
rising moral panic around teens and smartphones. He pointed
out that most of the studies showing a rise in mental illness were
based on “self-reports,” like the data in figure 1.2. A change in
self-reports does not necessarily mean that there is a change
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in underlying rates of mental illness. Perhaps young people just
became more willing to self-diagnose or more willing to talk
honestly about their symptoms? Or perhaps they started to mis-
take mild symptoms of anxiety for a mental disorder?

Was the psychiatrist right to be skeptical? He was certainly
right that we need to look at multiple indicators to know if
mental illness really is increasing. A good way to do that is to
look at changes in measures not self-reported by teens. For
example, many studies chart changes in the number of adoles-
cents brought in for emergency psychiatric care, or admitted to
hospitals each year because they deliberately harmed themselves.
This can either be in a suicide attempt, commonly done by over-
dosing on medications, or in what is called nonsuicidal self-injury
(NSSI), often done by cutting oneself without the intent to die.
Figure 1.4 shows the data for visits to emergency rooms in the
United States, and it shows a pattern similar to the rising rates of
depression that we saw in figure 1.1, especially for girls.
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Figure 1.4. The rate per 100,000 in the U.S. population at which adolescents
(ages 10-14) are treated in hospital emergency rooms for nonfatal self-injury:.
(Source: U.S. Centers for Disease Control, National Center for Injury
Prevention and Control.)”
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The rate of self-harm for these young adolescent girls nearly
tripled from 2010 to 2020. The rate for older girls (ages 15-19)
doubled, while the rate for women over 24 actually went
down during that time (see online supplement).”’ So whatever
happened in the early 2010s, it hit preteen and young teen girls
harder than any other group. This is a major clue. Acts of intentional
selftharm in figure 1.4 include both nonfatal suicide attempts,
which indicate very high levels of distress and hopelessness, and
NSSI, such as cutting. The latter are better understood as coping
behaviors that some people (especially girls and young women)
use to manage debilitating anxiety and depression.

Adolescent suicide in the United States shows a time trend gen-
erally similar to depression, anxiety, and self-harm, although the
period of rapid increase begins a few years earlier. Figure 1.5 shows
the suicide rate, expressed as the number of children aged 1014,
per 100,000 such children in the U.S. population, who died by sui-
cide in each year.” For suicide, the rates are nearly always higher
for boys than for girls in Western nations, while attempted suicides
and nonsuicidal self-harm are higher for girls, as we saw above.**

Figure 1.5 shows that the suicide rate for young adolescent

Suicide Rates for Younger Adolescents

FS

., Boys
- 91% increase since 2010

w

Girls
167% increase since 2010

- N

Rate (per 100,000 Population)
o

Figure 1.5. Suicide rates for U.S. adolescents, ages 10-14. (Source: U.S. Centers for
Disease Control, National Center for Injury Prevention and Control.)*?
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girls began to rise in 2008, with a surge in 2012, after having
bounced around within a limited range since the 198os. From
2010 to 2021, the rate increased 167%. This too is a clue guiding
us to ask: What changed for preteen and younger teen girls in the
early 2010s?

The rapid increases in rates of self-harm and suicide, in
conjunction with the self-report studies showing increases in
anxiety and depression, offer a strong rebuttal to those who
were skeptical about the existence of a mental health crisis. I
am not saying that none of the increase in anxiety and depres-
sion is due to a greater willingness to report these conditions
(which is a good thing) or due to some adolescents who began
to pathologize normal anxiety and discomfort (which is not
a good thing). But the pairing of self-reported suffering with
behavioral changes tells us that something big changed in the
lives of adolescents in the early 2010s, perhaps beginning in the
late 2000s.

Smartphones and the Creation of Gen Z

The arrival of the smartphone changed life for everyone after
its introduction in 2007. Like radio and television before it, the
smartphone swept the nation and the world. Figure 1.6 shows
the percentage of American homes that had purchased vari-
ous communication technologies over the last century. As you
can see, these new technologies spread quickly, always includ-
ing an early phase where the line seems to go nearly straight
up. That’s the decade or so in which “everyone” seems to be
buying it.

Figure 1.6 shows us something important about the internet
era: It came in two waves. The 1990s saw a rapid increase in the
paired technologies of personal computers and internet access (via
modem, back then), both of which could be found in most homes
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Figure 1.6. The share of U.S. households using specific technologies. The
smartphone was adopted faster than any other communication technology in
history. (Source: Our World in Data.)”

by 2001. Over the next 10 years, there was no decline in teen mental
health.” Millennial teens, who grew up playing in that first wave,
were slightly happier, on average, than Gen X had been when they
were teens. The second wave was the rapid increase in the paired
technologies of social media and the smartphone, which reached a
majority of homes by 2012 or 2013. That is when girls’ mental health
began to collapse, and when boys” mental health changed in a more
diffuse set of ways.

Of course, teens had cell phones since the late 1990s, but they
were “basic” phones with no internet access, often known at the
time as flip phones because the most popular design could be
flipped open with a flick of the wrist. Basic phones were mostly
useful for communicating directly with friends and family, one-
on-one. You could call people, and you could text them using
cumbersome thumb presses on a numeric keypad. Smartphones
are very different. They connect you to the internet 24/7, they can
run millions of apps, and they quickly became the home of social
media platforms, which can ping you continually throughout the
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day, urging you to check out what everyone is saying and doing.
This kind of connectivity offers few of the benefits of talking dir-
ectly with friends. In fact, for many young people, it’s poisonous.””

There are several sources for data on the early smartphone
era. A 2012 report on cell phone ownership from Pew Research
found that in 2011, 77% of American teens had a phone but just
23% had a smartphone.”® That means most teens had to access social
media using a computer. Often it was their parents’ computer or
the family computer, so they had limited privacy and access, and
there was no easy way to get online when away from home. In the
United States, laptop computers became increasingly common in
this period, as did high-speed internet, so some teens started gain-
ing increased access to the internet even before they got their own
smartphones.

But it wasn’t until teens got smartphones that they could be
online all the time, even when away from home. According to
a survey of U.S. parents conducted by the nonprofit Common
Sense Media, by 2016, 79% of teens owned a smartphone, as did 28%
of children between the ages of 8 and 12.”

As adolescents got smartphones, they began spending more
time in the virtual world. A 2015 Common Sense report found that
teens with a social media account reported spending about two
hours a day on social media, and teens overall reported spend-
ing an average of nearly seven hours a day of leisure time (not
counting school and homework) on screen media, which includes
playing video games and watching videos on Netflix, YouTube,
or pornography sites.”* A 2015 report by Pew Research’ confirms
these high numbers: One out of every four teens said that they
were online “almost constantly.” By 2022, that number had nearly
doubled, to 46%.*

These “almost constantly” numbers are startling and may be
the key to explaining the sudden collapse of adolescent mental
health. These extraordinarily high rates suggest that even
when members of Gen Z are not on their devices and appear
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to be doing something in the real world, such as sitting in class,
eating a meal, or talking with you, a substantial portion of
their attention is monitoring or worrying (being anxious) about
events in the social metaverse. As the MIT professor Sherry
Turkle wrote in 2015 about life with smartphones, “We are for-
ever elsewhere.”* This is a profound transformation of human
consciousness and relationships, and it occurred, for American
teens, between 2010 and 2015. This is the birth of the phone-
based childhood. It marks the definitive end of the play-based
childhood.

An important detail in this story is that the iPhone 4 was intro-
duced in June 2010.* It was the first iPhone with a front-facing
camera, which made it far easier to take photos and videos of
oneself. Samsung offered one on its Galaxy S that same month.
That same year, Instagram was created as an app that could be
used only on smartphones. For the first few years, there was no
way to use it on a desktop or laptop.”” Instagram had a small user
base until 2012, when it was purchased by Facebook. Its user base
then grew rapidly (from 10 million near the end of 2011’ to 9o
million by early 2013%”). We might therefore say that the smart-
phone and selfie-based social media ecosystem that we know
today emerged in 2012, with Facebook’s purchase of Instagram
following the introduction of the front-facing camera. By 2012,
many teen girls would have felt that “everyone” was getting a
smartphone and an Instagram account, and everyone was com-
paring themselves with everyone else.

Over the next few years the social media ecosystem became
even more enticing with the introduction of ever more powerful
“filters” and editing software within Instagram and via external
apps such as Facetune. Whether she used filters or not, the reflec-
tion each girl saw in the mirror got less and less attractive relative
to the girls she saw on her phone.

While girls” social lives moved onto social media platforms,
boys burrowed deeper into the virtual world as they engaged
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in a variety of digital activities, particularly immersive online
multiplayer video games, YouTube, Reddit, and hardcore
pornography—all of which became available anytime, any-
where, for free, right on their smartphones.

With so many new and exciting virtual activities, many ado-
lescents (and adults) lost the ability to be fully present with the
people around them, which changed social life for everyone, even
for the small minority that did not use these platforms. That is
why I refer to the period from 2010 to 2015 as the Great Rewiring
of Childhood. Social patterns, role models, emotions, physical
activity, and even sleep patterns were fundamentally recast, for
adolescents, over the course of just five years. The daily life, con-
sciousness, and social relationships of 13-year-olds with iPhones
in 2013 (Who were born in 2000) were profoundly different from
those of 13-year-olds with flip phones in 2007 (who were born
in 1994).

Aren’t They Right to Be Anxious and Depressed?

When I present these findings in public, someone often objects
by saying something like “Of course Gen Z is depressed; just
look at the state of the world in the 21st century! It begins with
the o/11 attacks, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the
global financial crisis. They’re growing up with global warm-
ing, school shootings, political polarization, inequality, and
ever-rising student loan debt. You point to 2012 as the pivotal
year? That was the year of the Sandy Hook Elementary School
shooting!”**

The 2021 book Generation Disaster offered exactly this argu-
ment for the mental health problems of Gen Z.** But while I
agree that the 21st century is off to a bad start, the timing does
not support the argument that Gen Z is anxious and depressed
because of objective facts about rising national or global threats.
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