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The Mass Destruction of 
Human Potential
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“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.”
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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, 1990-2010

Act 2: The phone-based childhood 
stormed in with the iPhone, 
social media, and high-speed 
internet, 2010-2015
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The Mass Destruction of Human Potential
The Damage:
• Physical harms
• Mental illness
• Why is this happening?
• Attention fragmentation and educational decline
• Girls vs. boys
• Spiritual degradation

The Solution: Collective Action
• Four new norms 
• Europe should lead
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Mental Illness Among U.S. University Students, 2008-2019 

Source: American College Health 
Association (ACHA-NCHA II)
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Self-Harm Among U.S. Early Teens, 2001-2023

Source: CDC
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It’s not just the USA! 
It’s the entire Anglosphere 

and much of the developed world
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Self-Harm Among U.K. Early Teens, 2004-2018

Source: Cybulski et al. BMC Psychiatry (2021)

135% increase since 2010

161% increase since 2010
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HBSC survey,
33 European countries
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Source: Cybulski et al. BMC Psychiatry (2021)
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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 (1990-2010)

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

A tool for connecting with 
friends and family:
• No front-facing camera
• No internet
• No Instagram
• No attention economy

Millennial Puberty (1995-2011)

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
• You’re the product in the attention econ.

Gen Z Puberty (2012- )
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The Great Rewiring of Childhood
Pre-1990 Post-2015
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Yes, COVID mattered.

But an unprecedented 
reversal began after 2012.

Some experts expected a 
post-covid recovery…
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April 7, 2025

For bottom 50%, 
decline begins in 

mid 2010s
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Global PISA Test Scores, OECD Countries, 2000 - 2021
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“I open a book, I read a sentence, 
I get bored, I go to TikTok”
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“We appear to be looking less at the decline of reading per se, and more at
 a broader erosion in human capacity for mental focus and application.”
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Why Social Media Harms Girls More (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 
(e.g., TikTok Tourette's syndrome) 

6. Girls are more subject to sexual predation and harassment.
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Fishing for boys using dopamine as bait
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Declines in Spiritual Development (Ch. 8)
1. Shared and unifying sacredness

2. Embodiment

3. Stillness, silence, and focus

4. Transcending the self

5. Be slow to anger, quick to forgive

6. Find awe in nature

7. The God-shaped hole

A phone-based life blocks most paths 
to spiritual experience and growth
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Kori Jane

It was the damn phones
https://x.com/BrianRoemmele/status/1843329991414792405

“[the phone is] the medicine that is 
surely making our souls die”

“I know it’s poison but I drink anyway”

“Our parents were right, it was the damn 
phones”
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Four norms to escape collective action problems
1. No smartphones before age 14

2. No social media before 16

3. Phone-free schools

4. More childhood independence and free play
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Four norms to escape collective action problems
1. No smartphones before age 14
     --A norm, not a law; public health campaign

2. No social media before 16
     --Need law! Raise age to 16 (not 15)
3. Phone-free schools
     --France led on this! But must go full day
4. More childhood independence and free play
     --Beware creeping Anglo norms of overprotection
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So far, the Anglo countries are leading

UK: Online Safety Act, 2023
Australia: Raising the age to 16, plus phone free
US: 19 states are now fully phone-free; 19 others partial

EU: DSA seems more concerned with protecting children’s data 
than protecting their development
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But France and the EU are making commitments

“We will act”

“I will establish a panel of experts 
to assess what steps make
sense at the European level.”
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ARCOM: Kids are experiencing multiple dangers online, regularly!

48



9/30/25

9

Sweden leads in reversing the ed-tech mistake

“The return to more traditional ways of learning is a response to politicians and experts 
questioning whether Sweden’s hyper-digitalised approach to education, including the 
introduction of tablets in nursery schools, had led to a decline in basic skills... “There’s 
clear scientific evidence that digital tools impair rather than enhance student 
learning,” Sweden’s Karolinska Institute, a highly respected medical school focused on 
research, said in a statement in August.”
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European parents are even more concerned 
than American parents
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Visit AnxiousGeneration.com

Do you have influence/contacts in your country?
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Join us:

• Visit AnxiousGeneration.com
• Visit LetGrow.org
• Subscribe to AfterBabel.com
• Contact 

Alexa@AnxiousGeneration.com
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