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NOTES

Introduction: Growing Up on Mars

 1. Hamm et al. (1998); Milder et al. (2017).
 2. Grigoriev & Egorov (1992); Strauss, M. (2016, November 30). We may finally 

know why astronauts get deformed eyeballs. National Geographic. www 
.nationalgeographic.com/ science/ article/ nasa-  astronauts-  eyeballs-  flattened 
-  blurry-  vision-  space-  science.

 3. See, for example, Meta’s response to Frances Haugen’s revelations in the Face-
book Files: Zuckerberg, M. (2021, October 5). Facebook. www.facebook.com 
/ zuck/ posts/ 10113961365418581. See also my rebuttal of Mark Zuckerberg’s 
claim that the research shows that using Instagram is “generally positive for 
their mental health”: Fridman, L. (2022, June 4). Jonathan Haidt: The case 
against social media. Lex Fridman Podcast #291 (video). YouTube. www.youtube 
.com/watch?v=f0un-l1L8Zw.

 4. Once boys grew old enough, other companies began to sink their hooks into 
them, including  sports-  betting platforms and dating apps.

 5. See here to learn about COPPA: Jargon, J. (2019, June 18). How 13 became the 
internet’s age of adulthood. Wall Street Journal. www.wsj.com/articles/how-
13-became-the-internets-age-of-adulthood-11560850201. In 2023, there was 
suddenly a great deal of bipartisan interest in protecting children from social 
media, with notable efforts in California and Utah, and a variety of bills intro-
duced in the U.S. Congress, which I’ll discuss in chapter 10.

 6. Thorn & Benenson Strategy Group (2021); Canales (2021, May 13). 40% of kids 
under 13 already use Instagram and some are experiencing abuse and sexual 
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solicitation, a report finds, as the tech giant considers building an Instagram app 
for kids. Business Insider. www.businessinsider.com/kids-under-13-use-facebook- 
instagram-2021-5.

 7. In chapter 10, I will discuss the U.K.’s Age Appropriate Design Code, a version of 
which has been enacted in California too. Several U.S. states also passed age 
verification requirements and other regulations in 2023.

 8. Drum, K. (2016). Lead: America’s real criminal element. Mother Jones. www 
.motherjones.com/ environment/ 2016/ 02/ lead-  exposure-  gasoline-  crime-  increase 
-  children-  health/; Kovarik, B. (2021, December 8). A century of tragedy: How the 
car and gas industry knew about the health risks of leaded fuel but sold it for 
100 years anyway. Conversation. theconversation.com/ a- century- of- tragedy-  how 
-  the-  car-  and-  gas-  industry-  knew-  about-  the-  health-  risks- of- leaded-  fuel-  but-  sold 
- it- for-  100-  years-  anyway-  173395. See both articles for reviews of the history of 
leaded gasoline and its effects on brain development and later criminality. Paint 
and water pipes were additional sources of lead poisoning.

 9. Pew Research identifies 1997 as the first year of Gen Z, but I believe 1997 is a bit 
too late; the new behaviors were clear in college students arriving on campus in 
2014 See Parker & Igielnik (2020). Jean Twenge chose 1995 as the first year of 
“iGen.” I split the difference between them and choose 1996 as the first year of 
Gen Z. Of course, generations are not separated by a bright line; nonetheless, 
they differ, as Twenge shows in her 2023 book, Generations.

 10. Of course, AI is looking like it will change everything, so we are likely to see a 
new generation beginning in the 2020s. But since AI is likely to pull children 
even farther away from the real world, my prediction is that it will lead to even 
higher levels of anxiety if we don’t act now to reverse the Great Rewiring of 
Childhood. 

 11. She lays this out in her book Generations (Twenge, 2023a). See also her earlier 
book iGen (Twenge, 2017).

 12. See for this story Haidt, J., &  Rose-  Stockwell, T. (2019). The dark psychology of 
social networks. Atlantic. www.theatlantic.com/ magazine/ archive/ 2019/ 12/ social 
-  media-  democracy/ 600763/. I note that Tumblr had introduced a “reblog” fea-
ture in 2007, but its effects were small compared to Twitter’s “retweet” in 2009.

 13. Steinberg (2023, Introduction).
 14. Examples include the rise of trigger warnings, safe spaces, and bias response 

teams, all of which were discussed in the Atlantic essay.
 15. Twenge, Martin, & Campbell (2018).
 16. See my summary of the research: Haidt (2023, February).
 17. Durocher, A. (2021, September 2). The general history of car seats: Then and now. 

Safe Ride 4 Kids. saferide4kids.com/ blog/ the-  general-  history- of- car-  seats/.
 18. Food and Drug Administration (2010).
 19. Epictetus (1st–  2nd century/ 1890, chapter 33). The Enchiridion.
 20. Marcus Aurelius (161–  180 CE/ 2002, book 3, chapter 4).
 21. There has been a general rise in suicides among adults (ages 50 and above) in 

the United States, Canada, the U.K., and Australia since 2010, but these changes 
are generally smaller than the changes among younger populations (in relative 
terms). Importantly, the rises we see in the 2010s among adults were often pre-
ceded by decades of declining rates in the 1980s and 1990s. See Rausch & Haidt 
(2023, October).
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 22. See my essay with Eric Schmidt on how AI will supercharge four existing prob-
lems with social media: Haidt, J., & Schmidt, E. (2023, May 5). AI is about to 
make social media (much) more toxic. Atlantic. www.theatlantic.com/ technology 
/ archive/ 2023/ 05/ generative- ai- social-  media-  integration-  dangers-  disinformation 
-  addiction/ 673940/.

Chapter 1: The Surge of Suffering

 1. Names and minor details have been changed to protect privacy. 
 2. The exception to this statement is suicide rates among American teens. Those 

rates generally declined in the early 2000s, hitting lows in 2007. The rates gen-
erally begin to rise in 2008, but they don’t rise above where they had been in the 
early 2000s until after 2010. I will discuss suicide rates in a later section. If we 
look further back in time, we see that rates of depression, anxiety, and other 
disorders have been rising among American adolescents since the 1950s, with 
fluctuations. But there is nothing like the “hockey stick” increases in the early 
2010s, which you’ll see throughout this chapter and this book. See Twenge et al. 
(2010). 

 3. Data through 2021: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administra-
tion. (2023).

 4. Research note on demographic variation: Since 2010, an escalating trend in ad-
olescent mental illness is evident across all groups in the United States, whether 
we look by sex, race, sexual orientation, or social class. Overall, Black teenagers 
have long had lower rates of anxiety, depression,  self-  harm, and suicide than 
their white counterparts, but both groups have seen a sharp increase since 
2010, with larger absolute rises among white teens and larger relative (percent-
age) rises among Black teens (because they begin from a lower base rate). Data 
concerning social class is scarce, but depression follows similar trends across 
classes, with steep increases starting from 2010. Compared with heterosexual 
teens, LGBTQ teens report significantly higher rates in all the above measures. 
However, the evidence is inconclusive regarding the growth of  self-  harm and 
suicide rates among LGBTQ teens since 2010. For sources on these statistics 
and additional content, see the online supplement and see especially the link to 
Adolescent Mood Disorders Since 2010: A Collaborative Review.

 5. As part of that process, I created a “collaborative review document” with Jean 
Twenge in 2019. This was a publicly visible Google Doc where we collected all of 
the studies, surveys, and data sets we could find that shed light on how teen 
mental health had changed from the early 2000s to the present day in the 
United States and the U.K. We invited other researchers to add to the doc and 
critique it. (You can view this collaborative review document and others that I 
will mention throughout this book at www.anxiousgeneration.com/reviews.)

 6. Zahn-  Waxler et al. (2008).
 7. Askari et al. (2021).
 8. The ACHA used only universities that had obtained representative samples 

using a standardized survey the ACHA had designed. The exact wording of the 
question was “Within the last 12 months, have you been diagnosed or treated 
by a professional for any of the following?”

 9. American College Health Association (n.d.). You can see the data for female and 

https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2023/05/generative-ai-social-media-integration-dangers-disinformation-addiction/673940/
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2023/05/generative-ai-social-media-integration-dangers-disinformation-addiction/673940/
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2023/05/generative-ai-social-media-integration-dangers-disinformation-addiction/673940/
https://www.anxiousgeneration.com/resources/collaborative-review-docs
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male students plotted separately in the online supplement. The patterns are the 
same, but the rates and increases for women are much higher for anxiety and 
for depression.

 10. Each of the diagnoses in figure 1.2 is increasing, but only the three internalizing 
disorders are up more than 100%. (The eating disorder anorexia nervosa is re-
lated to anxiety and is therefore classified as an internalizing disorder.)

 11. The exact wording of the question was “How often did you feel nervous during 
the past 30 days,” and the numbers graphed here are the percent who chose either 
of the highest two options, out of five: “all of the time” or “most of the time.” This 
question was asked only to those high school seniors who were 18 or older. U.S. 
National Survey on Drug Use and Health, re- graphed from Goodwin et al., 2020).

 12. American Psychiatric Association (2022, p. 215).
 13. Parodi et al. (2022). The nationally representative NSDUH survey found similar 

results with rates for  18–  25- year-  old girls increasing from 26.13% in 2010 to 
40.03% in 2021, while boys increased from 17.35% to 20.26%.

 14. The corresponding numbers for depression were 16% “always” or “most of the 
time,” 24% “about half the time,” and 60% “less than half the time” or “never.”

 15. LeDoux (1996) showed that visual information takes two paths through the 
brain, one of which gets neural signals to the amygdala and hypothalamus 
nearly immediately, while information in the other path reaches the visual pro-
cessing areas of the occipital cortex.

 16. For a review of anxiety and anxiety disorders, see Wiedemann (2015) and Szu-
hany & Simon (2022).

 17. My description of depression is taken primarily from the chapter on depressive 
disorders in the DSM‑ 5‑ TR, American Psychiatric Association (2022).

 18. Shakespeare, Hamlet, 1.2.133–  134.
 19. Friedman, R. (2018, September 7). The big myth about teenage anxiety. New York 

Times. www.nytimes.com/ 2018/ 09/ 07/ opinion/ sunday/ teenager-  anxiety-  phones 
-  social-  media.html.

 20. U.S. Centers for Disease Control, National Center for Injury Prevention and 
Control. I first encountered a version of this graph in Mercado et al. (2017). I 
then went to the original source to add on more recent years.

 21. You can see graphs of all these trends in the online supplement. The rate for all 
women over 24 went down 25% in that time period.

 22. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (n.d.).
 23. The graph for older teens is quite similar, and can be viewed along with many 

other graphs in the online supplement.
 24. Girls suffer more depression and make more suicide attempts, but they tend to 

use methods that are reversible, such as cutting their wrists or taking an over-
dose of sleeping pills. Boys make fewer attempts, but when they do attempt, 
they are more likely to use methods that can’t be reversed, such as a gun or 
jumping from a tall building.

 25. Ortiz-  Ospina, E. (2019, September 18). The rise of social media. Our World in 
Data. ourworldindata.org/ rise- of- social-  media.

 26. I note that the number of liberal democracies around the globe reached its peak 
during that decade, as I’ll discuss in my next book, Life After Babel.

 27. Chapters 2, 5, and 6 will explain the many mechanisms by which social media 
damages mental health.

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/07/opinion/sunday/teenager-anxiety-phones-social-media.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/07/opinion/sunday/teenager-anxiety-phones-social-media.html
https://ourworldindata.org/rise-of-social-media
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 28. Lenhart (2012).
 29. Lauricella et al. (2016).
 30. Rideout (2021).
 31. The report notes, “Much of this frenzy of access is facilitated by mobile devices” 

(Lenhart, 2015).
 32. The largest recipients of teenage attention were five platforms: YouTube, Tik-

Tok, Instagram, Snapchat, and Facebook. In fact, 35% of American teens said 
that they were on at least one of those platforms “almost constantly” (Vogels et 
al., 2022).

 33. Turkle (2015, p. 3).
 34. Samsung had introduced smartphones for the Android operating system in 

2009.
 35. Systrom, K. (2013, February 5). Introducing your Instagram feed on desktop. Insta-

gram. about.instagram.com/ blog/ announcements/ introducing-  your-  instagram 
-  feed- on- desktop.

 36. Protalinski, E. (2012, May 1). Instagram passes 50 million users. ZDNET. www 
.zdnet.com/ article/ instagram-  passes- 50- million-  users/.

 37. Iqbal, M. (2023, May 2). Instagram revenue and usage statistics (2023). Business 
of Apps. www.businessofapps.com/ data/ instagram-  statistics/.

 38. The Sandy Hook shooting was one of the most horrific of many mass shootings 
at American schools. A mentally ill young man charged into an elementary 
school in Newtown, Connecticut, and murdered 20  children—  all aged six or 
 seven—  along with six adults.

 39. Vermeulen (2021). Also see Twenge (2023, October 24) where she lays out 13 
other theories that people have raised as possible explanations for the youth 
mental health crisis, and why 12 of them don’t hold up to scrutiny. Note that 
Twenge and I both believe that one of those alternative theories is right and 
important. Alternative #6: “It’s because children and teens have less indepen-
dence.”

 40. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (n.d.). Depression data is from the Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. (2023). National Survey on 
Drug Use and Health.

 41. This was one of Durkheim’s (1897/ 1951) findings in his masterpiece Suicide, a 
Study in Sociology. It has been confirmed by later research, for example, Rojce-
wicz (1971) and Lester (1993).

 42. Bauer et al. (2016).
 43. Klar & Kasser (2009). The quotation is from Petré, R. (2010, May 12). Smile, you’re 

an activist! In These Times. inthesetimes.com/ article/ smile-  youre- an- activist.
 44. Conner, Crawford & Galiotor (2023); Latkin et al. (2022).
 45. Belsie, L. (2011). Why Canada didn’t have a banking crisis in 2008. National 

Bureau of Economic Research. www.nber.org/ digest/ dec11/ why-  canada-  didnt-  have 
-  banking-  crisis-  2008.

 46. See my review document, The Coddling of the Canadian Mind? A Collaborative 
Review, www.anxiousgeneration.com/reviews. See especially Garriguet (2021, 
p. 9, chart 6).

 47. Garriguet (2021). Portrait of youth in Canada: Data report.
 48. See the online supplement. Since 2010, suicide rates have been rising for Cana-

dian adolescent girls, but not boys. For boys, this is a pattern I find in many 

https://about.instagram.com/blog/announcements/introducing-your-instagram-feed-on-desktop
https://about.instagram.com/blog/announcements/introducing-your-instagram-feed-on-desktop
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countries: Depression and anxiety rates tend to go together, while suicide rates 
are somewhat more variable. For girls, anxiety, depression, self-harm, and sui-
cide rates tend to go together. And among girls, suicide rates have been rising 
across the five Anglosphere countries. Note that suicide is complex and rare; it 
is influenced by many factors, such as the prevalence of guns in homes, the dif-
ficulty of getting emergency psychiatric care, and the level of social integration 
(as Émile Durkheim showed). It is by far the most serious mental health out-
come, but it is not the most reliable indicator of the overall mental health of the 
population. See Rausch & Haidt (2023, October 30).

 49. See my review document, Adolescent Mood Disorders Since 2010: A Collaborative 
Review, which you can find linked from the online supplement. It includes doz-
ens of studies on trends in the U.K. and the United States. See especially Cybul-
ski et al. (2021).

 50. In the U.K., unlike the United States, the boys’ self-harm rate goes up by more 
than the girls’ rate in relative terms, although still much less in absolute terms. 
I should also note that suicide rates in England and Wales had been dropping 
overall since the 1980s and remained relatively steady through the early 2000s. 
Yet against that backdrop of decline, the overall suicide rate has been slowly 
rising since the 2010s, with a particularly rapid rise among teen boys and girls 
(along with adult males in their 50s and 60s). Note that the base rates for suicide 
among adolescents in England and Wales are much lower than in the United 
States. Once again, the relative increases for teen (15–  19) girls are larger than 
for any other group. See Rausch & Haidt (2023, October 30).

 51. I re- graphed the data to put boys and girls in the same figure. You can find the 
graphs for the other age groups in the online supplement. Cybulski et al. (2021). 
I thank Lukasz Cybulski for sending me the summary data.

 52. Rausch & Haidt (2023, March 29). See also the international review docs that 
Zach Rausch and I curate for many countries, at www.anxiousgeneration.com 
/reviews.

 53. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2022). Although this dataset begins 
in 2007, other measures of mental health outcomes (e.g.,  self-  reported psycho-
logical distress) show no rise in the early 2000s, and increases beginning around 
2010. See online supplement for more. 

 54. For Zach’s full analysis of mental health changes in the Nordic countries, see 
Rausch & Haidt (2023, April 19). High level of distress in figure 1.11 refers to 
those who reported suffering from at least three psychological ailments at least 
once a week over the last six months. The ailments were selected from a list of 
four ailments.

 55. There are only a few global surveys that examine adolescent mental health 
trends over time, with PISA and the Health Behavior in  School-  Aged Children 
Study (HBSC) being key sources. The HBSC, initiated in 1983, predominantly 
covers teens in Europe and North America. Using the HBSC, Cosma et al. (2020) 
found small declines in teenage mental  well-  being since 2002. However, this 
decrease was more pronounced in northern and western Europe and in Canada.

 56. Health Behaviour in  School-  Aged Children (HBSC) (2002–  2018). Graphs and 
data were organized and created by Thomas Potrebny and Zach Rausch.

 57. I thank Oliver Hartwich at the New Zealand Initiative, who pointed me to these 
items.

https://www.anxiousgeneration.com/resources/collaborative-review-docs
https://www.anxiousgeneration.com/resources/collaborative-review-docs
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 58. Twenge et al. (2021).
 59. Twenge et al. (2021). Data from PISA. Survey data on school alienation was not 

collected in 2006 and 2009. The PISA data is available for download: Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). PISA survey [Data 
sets]. www.oecd.org/ pisa/ data/.

 60. Zach and I have been looking for alternate explanations for a long time. Is there 
anything else, besides the arrival of smartphones and social media, that could 
affect teens all around the world at the same time, such as a new chemical re-
leased widely around 2012? Or perhaps something that happened in the  mid- 
 1990s that affected babies in utero? We consider a few such possibilities in our 
review document, Alternative Hypotheses to the Adolescent Mental Illness 
Crisis: A Collaborative Review, www.anxiousgeneration.com/reviews.

 61. We are collecting international data, and Zach is writing a series of Substack 
posts exploring mental health trends around the world. You will find links to 
these posts with updates about our international findings in the online supple-
ment for this chapter.

Chapter 2: What Children Need to Do in Childhood

 1. For evidence of a rapid decline in time spent with friends, see Twenge, Spitzberg 
& Campbell (2019).

 2. Walker et al. (2006).
 3. Tanner (1990).
 4. There are some documented cases of chimpanzee “culture,” where a trick about 

food gathering or processing is handed down within a community. But these 
cases are few and far between; cultural learning does not seem to be a major 
form of chimpanzee learning. See Tomasello (1994, pp.  301–  317) for a review.

 5. This phrase is often attributed either to the great developmental psychologist 
Jean Piaget or to Maria Montessori, founder of an educational movement that 
immerses children in opportunities for free play. As far as I can tell, nobody can 
find a place where either person wrote that phrase, but it is in keeping with both 
of their philosophies.

 6. See the work of Peter Gray, especially Gray et al. (2023); see also my review 
document Free Play and Mental Health: A Collaborative Review, www.anxious 
generation.com/reviews.

 7. Gray (2018).
 8. Gray (2011, p. 444).
 9. Brussoni et al. (2012).
 10. Gray (2013).
 11. See principle 7. Child Rights International Network. (1959, November 20). UN dec‑

laration on the rights of the child (1959). archive.crin.org/en/library/legal-database 
/un-declaration-rights-child-1959.html.

 12. The wording of the item was changed in 2018, so later data is not available. The 
survey offered five response choices about how often students “get together 
with friends informally.” They ranged from “never” to “almost every day.” See 
further exploration in Twenge, Spitzberg & Campbell (2019).

 13. Research note: Throughout this book, I’ll present a series of graphs that Zach 
Rausch and I created from the Monitoring the Future (MTF) survey data (like 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/
https://www.anxiousgeneration.com/resources/collaborative-review-docs
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figure 2.1). MTF surveys 8th, 10th, and 12th graders about many attitudes and 
behaviors every year. I will usually show graphs that take the average of all 
three grades, to give the most comprehensive picture of what is happening to 
American teens. I will almost always plot the data for boys and girls separately. 
While MTF began collecting  12th-  grade data in 1976, the data gathering for 8th 
and 10th graders commenced only in 1991, and some variables were later intro-
duced; for instance, weekly social networking usage was added in 2013. At 
times, I’ll show data exclusively from the 12th graders to extend our historical 
perspective back to the 1970s. I deliberately end most graphs in 2019, even 
though data is available through 2021, because the COVID pandemic made re-
sponses jump around in ways that often distract from the main message about 
what happened during the Great Rewiring (2010–  2015). Also, sample sizes were 
much smaller in 2020 and 2021, making them less reliable. All graphs show data 
with the recommended weighting applied and grouped into  two-  year buckets 
(for example, data for 2018 and 2019 are averaged together). I do this because 
plotting every single year often produces a spikiness that obscures underlying 
trends. Merging pairs of years effectively smooths out the lines to reveal the 
trends. However, to be complete in my presentation of data, I also show versions 
of each graph in the online  supplement—  versions that plot every single year 
and that run through 2021. For graphs where I showed only 12th graders in the 
text, I give the graph with the three grades pooled in the supplement if data is 
available for the younger grades. You can download the MTF data for yourself, 
along with all other data used this book, at github.com/ AfterBabel.

 14. Sherman et al. (2009).
 15. Cohn & Tronick (1987); Beebe et al. (2010); Wass et al. (2020).
 16. Auxier et al. (2020, July 28).
 17. National Institute of Play. (n.d.). Attunement Play. www.nifplay.org/what-is-play 

/types-of-play/attunement-play.
 18. Ehrenreich (2006); McNeill (1995).
 19. Durkheim (1912/ 1951).
 20. Wiltermuth & Heath (2009).
 21. See, for example, GlobalWebIndex (2018), which estimated 3 hours per day for 

ages  16–  24 back in 2018. In its 2021 report, GlobalWebIndex found Gen Z using 
social media platforms  3–  4 hours per day in all regions of the world other than 
 Asia-  Pacific; Common Sense Media’s (2021) census reports lower numbers in its 
survey of American teens: For those who said that they use social media, boys 
reported using it an average of 1 hour and 42 minutes per day, while girls re-
ported an average of 2 hours and 22 minutes (Rideout et al., 2022).

 22. George & Haidt (2023).
 23. Richerson & Boyd (2004). The theory of  gene-  culture coevolution was developed 

by Boyd & Richerson (1985); Joe Henrich was a student of Boyd’s who developed 
the theory further.

 24. In chapter 5, I will offer a definition of social media. Although streaming plat-
forms like Netflix and Hulu contribute to socialization, social media’s unique 
elements such as social validation, frequent reinforcement for behaviors, public 
displays of followers and likes, and profiles of relatable peers slightly older than 
the user make it an even more potent force.

 25. Henrich’s first paper on prestige bias was written with Francisco  Gil-  White 

https://github.com/AfterBabel/Substack
https://www.nifplay.org/what-is-play/types-of-play/attunement-play/
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Similar numbers are found in the U.K.: Hiley, C. (2022, September 13). Screen 
time report 2022. Uswitch. www.uswitch.com/ mobiles/ screentime-  report.

 12. Twenge, Martin & Spitzberg (2019), analyzing data from Monitoring the Future.
 13. There is less data on technology use trends among Asian Americans. The results 

are contradictory, with some studies reporting lower screen time compared 
with white, Black, and Latino teens (see Nagata, Ganson, et al., 2022; Nagata et al. 
2023), while others show that screen time use is comparable to Black and His-
panic teens (see Rideout et al., 2011).

 14. Research note: In previous decades, the digital divide has resulted in socioeco-
nomic disparities, with wealthier families having quicker adoption and greater 
access to technology such as computers, laptops, and televisions. Although the 
digital divide still exists, it often plays out in unexpected ways in the United 
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ship among tweens (8- to- 12- year-  olds) and teens (13- to- 18- year-  olds) doesn’t 
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 13. See “Khanmingo,” Khan Academy’s personal AI assistant: Khan Academy. 
(n.d.).  World‑  class AI for education. www.khanacademy.org/ khan-  labs.

 14. Stinehart, K. (2021, November 23). Why unstructured free play is a key remedy to 
bullying. eSchool News. www.eschoolnews.com/ sel/ 2021/ 11/ 23/ why-  unstructured 
-  free-  play- is- a- key-  remedy- to- bullying.

 15. For a longer list of suggestions and updates to this list, see the online supplement.
 16. All of Let Grow’s materials are free. See www.letgrow.org/ program/ the-  let-  grow 

-  project.
 17. Soave, R. (2014, November 20). Schools to parents: Pick up your kids from the bus 

or we’ll sic child services on you. Reason. reason.com/ 2014/ 11/ 20/ child-  services 
-  will-  visit-  parents-  who- le.

 18. Skenazy, L. (2016, November 7). Local library will call the cops if parents leave 
their kids alone for 5 minutes. Reason. reason.com/ 2016/ 11/ 07/ local-  library-  will 
-  call-  the-  cops- if- pare.

 19. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2015, p. 134).
 20. See Martinko, K. (2018, October 11). Children spend less time outside than prison 

inmates. Treehugger. www.treehugger.com/ children-  spend-  less-  time-  outside 
-  prison-  inmates-  4857353. See also for research behind this claim Edelman, R. 
(2016, April 4). Dirt is good: The campaign for play. Edelman. www.edelman.co.uk 
/ insights/ dirt-  good-  campaign-  play.

 21. The report was issued by the U.S. National Commission on Excellence in Edu-
cation. See Gray et al. (2023).

 22. The 2001 federal No Child Left Behind Act was a major spur to the focus on test 
scores. The Common Core State Standards were developed in 2009 and released 
in 2010. Adoption was rapid, with 45 states and the District of Columbia adopt-
ing the standards. However, five of these states later repealed or replaced those 
standards. See Common Core implementation by state. Wikipedia. en.wikipedia 
.org/wiki/Common_Core_implementation_by_state.

 23. Atlanta public schools cheating scandal. Wikipedia. en.wikipedia.org/ wiki 
/ Atlanta_ Public_ Schools_ cheating_ scandal.

 24. Murray & Ramstetter (2013). Also see Singh et al. (2012) for research on the link 
between physical activity and school performance.

 25. Haapala et al. (2016).
 26. Centers for Disease Control (2017, January). Strategies for recess in schools. U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services. www.cdc.gov/ healthyschools 
/ physicalactivity/ pdf/ 2019_ 04_ 25_ SchoolRecess_ strategies_ 508tagged.pdf.

 27. Brooklyn Bridge Parents (2017, May 7). A look inside the junk yard playground 
on Governors Island. brooklynbridgeparents.com/ a- look-  inside-  the-  junk-  yard 
-  playground- on- governors-  island.

 28. Keeler (2020).
 29. Photo by Jonathan Haidt.
 30. I thank Adam Bienenstock for this photograph. Bienenstock built the play-

ground using a design from the Danish playground architect Helle Nebelong.
 31. Fyfe-  Johnson et al. (2021).
 32. Vella-  Brodrick & Gilowska (2022).
 33. Lahey, J. (2014, January 28). Recess without rules. Atlantic. www.theatlantic.com 

/ education/ archive/ 2014/ 01/ recess-  without-  rules/ 283382; see also Saul, H. (2014, 

http://www.khanacademy.org/khan-labs
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January 28). New Zealand school bans playground rules and sees less bullying 
and vandalism. Independent. www.independent.co.uk/ news/ world/ australasia 
/ new-  zealand-  school-  bans-  playground-  rules-  and-  sees-  less-  bullying-  and 
-  vandalism-  9091186.html.

 34. See endnote 33. 
 35. Brussoni et al. (2017).
 36. Healthy play is not entirely painless. Roughhousing,  name-  calling, scrapes, and 

bruises are all parts of natural play, and they are necessary for the antifragility 
effects of play to take hold. Removing them from recess to keep kids “safe” is like 
removing all the nutrients from wheat and feeding kids only white bread. I’m 
not saying that we should ever accept bullying. Bullying by most definitions 
requires a repeated pattern, over more than one day, of one child intending to 
harm another. There is an essential role for adults in setting up policies to re-
duce bullying, and in responding to it when it happens. But the vast majority of 
conflicts and cases of teasing and  name-  calling are not bullying, and adults 
should not rush in to stop them.

 37. Dee (2006); Mullola et al. (2012).
 38. Partelow (2019, p. 3).
 39. See Reeves (2022, September); Casey and Nzau (2019); Torre (2018).
 40. These two paragraphs were taken from an essay I wrote in The Atlantic, where I 

expanded on the case for  phone-  free schools: Haidt, J. (2023, June 6). Get phones 
out of schools now. Atlantic. www.theatlantic.com/ ideas/ archive/ 2023/ 06/ ban 
-  smartphones-  phone-  free-  schools-  social-  media/ 674304.

 41. I recognize that schools may face increased liability risks and insurance costs. 
I hope that governments can pass liability reforms that would free schools to 
focus on education rather than lawsuits. See Howard (2014) for a discussion of 
how this can be done.

 42. This would rectify one of the biggest shortcomings in the scientific literature: 
the focus on  individual-  level effects because there is almost no research on en-
tire schools that went  phone-  free or that greatly expanded free play and auton-
omy. Let’s measure the emergent  group-  level effects of these policies.

 43. If the number of schools is very large, then random assignment would work 
well. If there are only 16 middle schools, let’s say, and if they vary by race or so-
cial class, then it would be wise to separate similar schools to be sure that each 
of the four groups is as comparable to the others as possible. Once the groups 
are created, the assignment of each group to an experimental condition could 
be done using a random method such as drawing numbers from a hat.

 44. Before the experiment begins, a set of  agreed-  upon measures are collected, or 
created if they don’t exist, to measure the key variables that the school cares 
about, such as academic achievement, mental health referrals, student reports of 
their mental health and their engagement with school, measures of bullying and 
behavioral problems, and teacher reports about classroom culture including stu-
dents’ ability to stay on task and engage with the lesson. The measures would be 
collected every month, if possible, or at least three times during the school year.

 45. In elementary schools, where phones may not yet be much of a problem, a dis-
trict might want to try simpler versions of the experiment with just two condi-
tions: Play Club versus no Play Club, or Let Grow Project versus no Let Grow 
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Project. Experiments like these should be tried in different regions and coun-
tries to see how well they work in varied conditions.

Chapter 12: What Parents Can Do Now

 1. Gopnik (2016, p. 18).
 2. Lenore Skenazy wrote sections of this chapter with me, drawing on her experi-

ence as president of LetGrow.org, which she and I cofounded in 2017, along 
with Peter Gray and Daniel Shuchman. For a more comprehensive list of sugges-
tions and  post-  publication updates, see the online supplement for this chapter, 
and also www.letgrow.org.

 3. Scarr (1992).
 4. See the online appendix for the rising rates of U.S. 12th graders who believe that 

their “life is not very useful.”
 5. For summaries and links to such recommendations, see my collaborative re-

view document: The Impact of Screens on Infants, Toddlers, and Preschoolers, 
www.anxiousgeneration.com/reviews.

 6. Myers et al. (2017); Kirkorian & Choi (2017); Roseberry et al. (2014).
 7. At least the advice is consistent from medical authorities in the United States 

(Council on Communications and Media, 2016); Canada (Ponti et al., 2017); and 
Australia (Joshi & Hinkley, 2021). The U.K. is somewhat more lax (Viner et al., 2019).

 8. These bullet points are directly quoted from the American Academy of Child & 
Adolescent Psychiatry (2020).

 9. I would just note that watching shows and movies for part of long car trips and 
plane trips seems fine for children over two or three.

 10. Harris (1989).
 11. Let Grow (n.d.). Kid license, www.letgrow.org/ printable/ letgrowlicense.
 12. Safe Routes to School, www.saferoutesinfo.org.
 13. For a list of summer camps in the United States and Canada that show evidence 

of supporting  free-  range childhoods, see Skenazy, L. (2023, August 14).  Phone- 
 free camps. Let Grow. www.letgrow.org/ resource/ phone-  free-  camps.

 14. Be sure the camp truly locks up phones for the duration; many camps say that 
they ban phones, but like many schools they really just mean “Don’t let an adult 
see you taking your phone out of your pocket.”

 15. See this profile of playborhoods: Thernstrom, M. (2016, October 16). The  anti- 
 helicopter parent’s plea: Let kids play! New York Times. www.nytimes.com/ 2016 
/ 10/ 23/ magazine/ the-  anti-  helicopter-  parents-  plea-  let-  kids-  play.html. Also see 
Lanza’s book and website at www.playborhood.com.

 16. Some parents are concerned that they may be liable if someone else’s child gets 
hurt. The fear of lawsuits can be paralyzing. But Lanza says he decided against 
waivers or getting extra insurance. Instead, he removed any obvious dangers 
from his yard, added some play  equipment—  he recommends things like swings, 
a playhouse, some area to make  art—  and trusted his neighbors not to sue him. 
It worked. Kids there are getting a taste of a  play-  based childhood. A no- cost 
and lower liability risk option is to have parents rotate responsibility for being 
present at a local park or playground each afternoon, so that families know that 
there will be an adult on hand who will only get involved in case of emergencies.

 17. Lin, H. (2023). Your First Device. The New Yorker © Condé Nast.
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 18. Children in this age range are noticing and copying adult behavior; therefore, it 
is important to model healthy technology use. You don’t have to be perfect, but 
do try to show your children how to set healthy boundaries so that they see you 
making an effort to keep screens in their proper place, and to be fully present 
when it is time to be fully present. For practical guidance on how to model tech-
nology use for your children, see Nelson (2023, September 28). How Parents Can 
Model Appropriate Digital Behavior for Kids. www.brightcanary.io/parents 
-digital-role-model.

 19. Rideout (2021).
 20. Nesi (2023).
 21. Specifically, Knorr, C. (2021, March 9). Parents’ ultimate guide to parental con-

trols. Common Sense Media. www.commonsensemedia.org/ articles/ parents 
-  ultimate-  guide- to- parental-  controls.

 22. See Sax, L. (2022, September 7). Is your son addicted to video games? Institute 
for Family Studies. ifstudies.org/blog/is-your-son-addicted-to-video-games. Sax 
also suggests that parents use Common Sense Media to understand the games 
that their children are playing. Just type in the name of the game, and the site 
provides a summary of the game and the age range for which the game is suitable.

 23. Melanie Hempe of ScreenStrong urges parents to not allow any devices in bed-
rooms. She tells me that “the majority of dark screen activities happen behind 
a closed bedroom door.”

 24. See, for example, www.healthygamer.gg, www.gamequitters.com, and www 
.screenstrong.org.

 25. See the Screen Time Action Network from FairPlay. www.screentimenetwork.org. 
 26. Kremer, W. (2014, March 23). What medieval Europe did with its teenagers. 

BBC. www.bbc.com/ news/ magazine-  26289459.
 27. American Exchange Project, americanexchangeproject.org/ about- us.
 28. American Field Service, www.afsusa.org/ study-  abroad.
 29. See the online supplement for more links, and for programs not based in the 

United States.
 30. CISV International, cisv.org/ about- us/ our-  story.
 31. There are a number of additional outdoor expedition programs for teens 

throughout the United States including programs through the YMCA (see ycamp 
.org/ wilderness-  trips and www.ymcanorth.org/ camps/ camp_ menogyn/ summer 
_ camp), Wilderness Adventures (www.wildernessadventures.com), Montana 
Wilderness School (www.montanawildernessschool.org), NOLS (nols.edu/ en), 
and Outward Bound (www.outwardbound.org).

 32. See the DCF Wilderness school at portal.ct.gov/ DCF/ Wilderness-  School/ Home.
 33. I list more such sites in the online supplement.
 34. See Center for Humane Technology (n.d.). Youth toolkit. www.humanetech.com 

/ youth. See also Screensense at www.screensense.org, and Screen Time Action 
Network from Fairplay. www.screentimenetwork.org.

Conclusion: Bring Childhood Back to Earth

 1. See Alternative Hypotheses to the Adolescent Mental Illness Crisis: A Collab-
orative Review, available at www.anxiousgeneration.com/reviews.

 2. Middle schools should see substantial improvements within two years, given 
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that these four reforms would all make daily life more playful and sociable, and 
less  phone-  based. In high schools, it will be hard for parents to get students off 
social media when they are already on. High schools are likely to see some im-
mediate benefits from going phone free. But the biggest improvements might 
not be seen until several years of new students have entered the high school 
from middle schools and families that had delayed the  phone-  based childhood 
until high school.

 3. Latane & Darley (1968). There was a third condition, in which the real subject 
was in the waiting room with two other students who were working for the 
experimenters. Their job was to just sit there and keep filling out their question-
naires. In that condition, only 10% of the students got up to report the smoke. 
This is the finding usually presented in discussions of this study, but I think the 
condition with three real subjects is the most important one.

 4. Titanium dioxide causes a variety of harms; this experiment would never be 
done today. (The researchers likely did not know of the harmful effects at the time.) 

 5. See www.letgrow.org, www.outsideplay.ca, www.fairplayforkids.org, and others 
that I list in the online supplement at www.anxiousgeneration.com/resources 
/supplements-for-each-chapter. I admire the approach taken by www.waituntil8th 
.org, but I think they should change their name to WaitUntil9th.org.

 6. See www.humanetech.com, www.commonsense.org, www.screenstrong.org, 
www.screensense.org, and others that I list in the online supplement.

 7. See www.designitforus.org, and other organizations I list in the online supplement.
 8. Keaggy, D. T. (2023, February 14). Lembke testifies before Senate committee on 

online safety. The Source—Washington University in St. Louis. Retrieved from www 
.source.wustl.edu/ 2023/ 02/ lembke-  testifies-  before-  senate-  committee- on- online 
-  safety.
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