
11/6/24

1

Jonathan Haidt 
NYU-Stern

Dutch Parliamentary Committee of 
Health, Welfare and Sport

Oct. 29, 2024

The Global Destruction of Human Capital
And what legislatures can do to reverse it



11/6/24

2

The evidence suggests that regular 
exposure to bright daylight is vital 
in properly controlling the growth 
of children’s eyes. Too little light 
leads to elongated, short-sighted 
eyes.

We have overprotected our children 
in the real world and underprotected
them online.

The Great Rewiring of Childhood:

Act 1: The play-based childhood faded 
out gradually, 1980-2010

Act 2: The phone-based childhood 
stormed in with the iPhone, social media, 
front-facing camera and high-speed 
internet, 2010-2015
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The Global Destruction of Human Capital
And Human Potential Since 2012

1. Physical deformities: bent pinkies and elongated eyeballs
2. Educational declines: global since 2012
3. Happiness declines: global, but only among young adults
4. Mental illness increases: across the West
5. Suicide increases

Interlude: Why is this happening?
6. The loss of young men
7. Declines in ambition, risk-taking, and creativity
8. Declines in social capital
9. Declines in the “arts of association”

necessary for democracy
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Yes, COVID mattered.

But an unprecedented 
reversal began in 
2012.

We are most of the 
way back to 1971



11/6/24

4

School Alienation, Worldwide (Ages 15-16)

Europe

English-speaking 
Latin America

Asia

Source: Pisa Survey, 2002-
2018, analyzed by Twenge, 
Haidt et al. (2022)

6 items, incl.
I often feel lonely at school
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2024: 
Economist David Blanchflower 
Discovers that….. 

Despair, USA
“Now thinking about 
your mental health, 
which includes stress, 
depression, and 
problems with emotions, 
for how many days 
during the past 30 days 
was your mental health 
not good?”

% who said “30”2005-2017 
data merged

2018-2024 
data merged
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Source: UCLA’s Higher 
Education Research Institute

Physical disability

Psych disorder

ADHD

Learning disability

Phase change: Gen Z arrives 
around 2014, with an epidemic 
of psychological problems

Millennials
Gen Z

It only hits Gen Z

plus some late 
millennials

Not much change 
for Gen X
or Boomers

Source: U.S. National Survey on Drug Use and Health. Teens 12-17

% US Teens (12-17) who had a major depression in the last year

It hits many more girls 
(though relative increase is similar)

Covid was
a blip
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Source: CDC

Shows up in 
behavior too

It’s not just the USA! 
It’s the entire Anglosphere 

and most of the developed world

Cybulski et al. BMC Psychiatry (2021)

Shows up in 
UK too 
(and Canada, 
Australia, NZ)

Source: Australia’s Health
2022 Data Insights
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HBSC survey,
33 European countries

HBSC survey,
33 European countries

Netherland Teens High Psychological Distress (Ages 10-15)
3 or more psychological complaints in last week for at least 6 months (Health Behavior in School-
Aged Children Survey)

HBSC survey,
33 European countries

Among under-35s, mental health conditions are now far and away the 
most common work-limiting condition, a dramatic change from a decade 
ago, when back and joint problems were top. Almost a quarter of those 
aged 17 to 19 now report a probable mental health disorder and the 
potential costs of a generation with so many struggling to work are daunting.

March 14, 2024
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Shows up in 
behavior too

67% increase in 2013

A global decline in suicide?
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% of US Teens with Major Depression, vs. Unemployment Rate

Depressed Boys

Depressed Girls

Unemployment

SOURCE: NSDUH and US Bureau of Labor Statistics

It Aint the Global Financial Crisis: 

GFC hits

Unemployment

Depressed Girls

Depressed Boys

Only one theory can explain why it happened internationally, 
beginning around 2012

The Great Rewiring of Childhood:
Act 1: The End of Play-Based Childhood (1980-2010)

Act 2: The Birth of Phone-Based Childhood (2010-2015)

Share of U.S. Households Using Specific Technologies (1925-2019)

Smartphone

SOURCE: Our World in Data, 
2023

Social Media
Internet

Personal
computer

Color TV

Radio

Phone-based 
childhood 
begins

Teen Mental 
Health 
Plummets

The Internet Came in Two Waves. The First was Amazing
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The great rewiring of childhood: 2010-2015

to
A tool for connecting with
friends and family:
• No front-facing camera
• No internet
• No Instagram
• You pay for texts

A portal by which companies and 
strangers can get to you
• Front-facing camera
• High speed internet, Instagram, etc
• Unlimited data and texts
• Unlimited interruptions

The great rewiring of childhood: 2010-2015

to

Kannan & Veazie, 2023, From 
American Time Use Survey

Daily average time with friends (minutes)

Age 15-24

Age 25-34

All of the older age groups

2019 is before Covid

2020 data was collected after Covid began
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Four Foundational Harms (ch. 5)
all caused by the phone-based childhood

1. Social deprivation (Time with friends down 65% since 2010)
2. Sleep deprivation (up since 2013)
3. Attention fragmentation (inability to stay on task)
4. Behavioral Addiction (2-10%)

Additional Harms to Girls (ch. 6)

1. Visual Social comparison (Instagram is the worst)
2. Perfectionism
3. Relational Aggression
4. Girls share emotions, more than boys
5. Girls are more susceptible to ”sociogenic” transmission (TikTok is the 
worst, e.g, TikTok Tourette's syndrome) 
6. Girls are more subject to sexual predation and harassment
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Additional Harms to Boys (ch. 7)
1. They have been retreating from the “real world” since the 1970s 
2. The virtual world welcomes them (Ulysses and the sirens)
3. Porn addiction, loss of drive and skill to talk to girls, warping of 

ideas about girls, women, and sex
4. Multiplayer videogames are amazing, addictive, and isolating
5. Boys addicted to dopamine hits become irritable and unhappy 

when not online. Withdraw from family and school

BOYS ARE FAILING TO DO THINGS THAT WOULD TURN THEM INTO MEN
Risk is especially valuable for boys!
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Collison: When we first met, 15 or so years ago, Mark Zuckerberg was 
preeminent in the technology industry and in his 20s. And not that long before 
then Marc Andreesen was preeminent in the industry and in his 20s. And not 
that long before then, Bill Gates and Steve Jobs, and so forth. For most of the 
history of the software sector, one of the top three people has been in their 
20s. It doesn’t seem that that’s true to me today. 

Altman: I’m obsessed with this problem. It’s not good. Something has really 
gone wrong… where are the great founders in their 20s? I hope we’ll see a 
bunch, I hope this was just a weird accident of history, but maybe something 
has really gone wrong in our educational system or our society
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Name 3 people under 29 who have made a big 
impact on the world, or produced something great?

[leave aside athletes and musicians]

Any young men?
Any Americans?
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Are the correlations too small to matter?

"99.75% of a person's life satisfaction has nothing 
to do with their use of social media," 

--Andrew Przybylski, Oxford Internet Institute

“Hundreds of researchers, myself included, have searched 
for the kind of large effects suggested by Haidt. Our efforts 
have produced a mix of no, small and mixed associations.”
--Candice Odgers, UC-Irvine

But: The “skeptics” all make three conceptual errors

1) The skeptics operationalize all the things that happen on social media as 
one single crude number: Time spent. It picks up only a little of the action. 
Then they say that the correlations are too small to matter

2) The skeptics all conduct ”blender studies.” When Twenge and I unblend
them, we find much larger correlations for A) social-media-time, B) for girls, 
C) looking at anxiety/depression as outcome. 

3) The skeptics confuse the variance explained in a dataset with the variance 
explained in the world.
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”Correlation doesn’t imply causation”
Yes but experiments using random assignment do. There is one narrow class 
of experiments that ask individuals to reduce social media. Most of those that 
go on for more than a week find benefits. [see AfterBabel.com]

”Correlation doesn’t imply causation”
Yes but eyewitness testimony from teens and from frontline psychiatric 
workers does imply causality. 

”Correlation doesn’t imply causation”
Yes but leaks and whistleblowers within the companies tell us directly that 
they know they are harming teens at an industrial scale

Four simple norms to break collective action 
problems
1. No Smartphones Before High School (Age 14)
2. No Social Media Before 16
3. Phone Free Schools
4. Much more childhood independence and free play

What should legislators do now? 
How can we roll back the phone based childhood?
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Individual 
Benefit

Participation
100%0% 50%25% 75%

Collective Action Problems:
Action is costly for the first movers, but turns positive as more people join

0

-20

+20

+40

Norm #1: No smartphone 
before high school

Only give a flip phone or 
phone watch

Don’t give an iPad either, 
though you can let them use 
the family iPad, with limits

It’s been so nice getting to interact with you for these 
past six years. Here’s your first device

Norm #2: No social 
media before 16

Let them get through early 
puberty first!

They have many other ways 
of connecting. 
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Norm #3: Phone Free 
Schools

If anyone is texting/posting 
during class, they all have to 
check, to keep up.

Help teachers to get your 
child’s attention

Next we’ll tackle the iPads 
and Chromebooks…. 

Norm #4: Far more independence, free play, and 
responsibility in the real world (see LetGrow.org)

Visit AnxiousGeneration.com
Then “Take Action”
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