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Study Leave 

Learnings….so far

➢ To understand the root causes of the UK’s mental ill 

health epidemic amongst children and young people.

➢ Consider how they can be addressed, ill health 

prevented, and demand reduced. 
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Causes of Poor Mental Health (Public Health Surrey June 24)



Recent research 

The Anxious Generation

How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an 

Epidemic of Mental Illness

Published March 2024 – following 8 years of research

Jonathan Haidt is the Professor OF Ethical Leadership at 

New York University's Stern School of Business.

His area of expertise is in Social Psychology



The data
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Graphs: Zach Rausch. Sources: National Survey on Drug Use and Health, CDC Non-Fatal Injury Reports, Center for Disease Control Fatal Injury Reports

ER Visits for Self-Harm in 

the US (ages 10-14)

Self-Harm Episodes - UK 

Teens (ages 13-16)

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1NcsRELJjd8UoHaGmFyQBR47ippizjMXdbdAl9VtbbIc/edit#gid=1980865153
https://wisqars.cdc.gov/reports/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1-LHLFtEYZ3yG2qml2R2qDjmfO4nJ1x-fv2JfDFq5L3E/edit#gid=628289708


The data
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Graphs: Zach Rausch. Sources: Health Behavior in School Age Children (2002-2018), National Minimum Dataset (NMDS)

Percentage of Teens High 

Psychological Stress, Nordic 

Nations (Ages 11-15)

Public Hospital Discharges 

for Intentional Self-Harm, 

New Zealand

https://hbsc.org/
http://www.health.govt.nz/nz-health-statistics/national-collections-and-surveys/collections/national-minimum-dataset-hospital-events


The Data
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Source: Programme of International 

Student Assessment Zach Rausch

Global Rates of Loneliness 

and Isolation at School

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34294429/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34294429/


The Data
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Graph: Zach Rausch. Source: National Survey on Drug Use and Health

Percentage U.S. Anxiety Prevalence

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1NcsRELJjd8UoHaGmFyQBR47ippizjMXdbdAl9VtbbIc/edit#gid=1980865153


Increases are seen globally
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iPhone is launched 

• access to internet 24/7, 

anywhere

• texting much 

quicker/simpler – less 

need to talk

2012

iPhone 4 introducing 

the front facing camera 

Social media 

companies getting 

organised

• enabling people to share 

the best & worst of their 

lives

• to a bigger and more 

critical audience

• resulting in anxiety & 

‘compare and despair’

• Income model built 

around advertising and 

personal data

• Designed to be addictive 

as possible - notifications, 

likes, shares

• Algorithms to push further 

interest

Haidt believes the timeline points to:

2007



Phone Ownership
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Source: Ofcom https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/283048/Childrens-Media-Literacy-Report-2024.pdf

Percentage of Young People That Have Their Own Phone in the 

UK, By Age

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/283048/Childrens-Media-Literacy-Report-2024.pdf


Phone Usage
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Generation Z Statistics - 2023 | 99firms

We touch our phones 2,617 
times a day over 76 different 

sessions.

Heavy users - 5,427 touches 
over 132 sessions (2016 

study by dscout,Inc)

29% of Gen Z are on their 

phones after midnight every 

night

Over a quarter (26%) of Gen 
Z use their phones for 10 or 

more hours per day

Generation Z have a heavy 

dependence on their phones 

for receiving their information. 

Gen Z receive over 200 

notifications on average per day

The average use is 5-6 hours per 

day 

Generation Z have a heavy 
dependence on their phones 

for receiving their 
information.

https://99firms.com/blog/generation-z-statistics/


How adolescent boys and girls use the internet

Boys

Gaming

Porn

Source: 2022-infographic-teens-and-pornography-research-eng-web (commonsensemedia.org) 

https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/2022-infographic-teens-and-pornography-research-eng-web_1.pdf


How adolescent boys and girls use the internet
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Girls

Social Media

Percentage of 5-7-year-olds Using Social Media in the UK

Graph: BBC https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-68838029. Source: Ofcom https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/283048/Childrens-Media-Literacy-

Report-2024.pdf

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-68838029
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/283048/Childrens-Media-Literacy-Report-2024.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/283048/Childrens-Media-Literacy-Report-2024.pdf


Haidt’s Four Harms
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Social 

Deprivation

Sleep Deprivation

Attention 

Fragmentation

Addiction

Phone usage is known to release dopamine, the “feel-

good” hormone. It gives us a sense of pleasure. It is 

heavily linked to addiction because it is short lived and 

leaves us wanting more. 

Caused by late night usage of tech. Well known effects 

are depression, anxiety, irritability, cognitive deficits, poor 

learning, lower grades, and more accidents.

Caused by hundreds of notifications per day means there 

is rarely 5 or 10 minutes to think without an interruption. 

Caused by an increase in the quantity of virtual 

interactions but a decrease in the quality of social 

relationships.



“Add these four foundational harms together and it explains why 

mental health got so much worse, so suddenly, as soon as childhood 

became phone based.” 

“This has resulted in a generation who are socially less confident, 

anxious and more likely to self harm and take their own lives.”

Haidt’s Conclusion
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Haidt’s ‘Perfect Storm’ (1)

Parental Overprotection - Reduction in play-based childhood

Missing the 

fundamentals of 

childhood - 

playing, 

socialising, 

building 

relationships in 

the real world

In bedrooms, 

communicating 

by text and voice 

note

Not having 

adventures and 

taking risks or 

the chance to 

self correct 

when they go 

wrong

Not learning from 

when 

relationships 

become strained 

and building the 

emotional 

intelligence 

needed to 

resolve conflict



Haidt’s ‘Perfect Storm’ (2)

Profane’ level - 

focused on self

‘Sacred’ level -   

focused beyond 

self to collective 

interests

(Emile Durkheim) 

Spiritual 

practices of 

prayer and 

confession, 

stillness and 

silence

 (Stefano 2021)

“The things you 

think about 

determine the 

quality of your 

mind. Your soul 

takes on the colour 

of your thoughts.” 

Marcus Aurelius 
(2nd Century)

Ancient Wisdom - Spiritual elevation and degradation

Appreciation of Awe 

and Wonder

‘8 wonders of the 

world’

(Keltner 2023)
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Other causes

Child Grooming Offences 
+ 84% in the UK since 

2017
(NSPCC)

Domestic Violence
+7.7% from 2021 to 2022

(National Centre of Domestic 
Violence) 

Living in Poverty
+ 600,000 children since 

2011
(House of Lords Library 2024)

Parental Addiction
+ 2.6% since 2004

(Office for National Statistics) 

Children in Care 
+ 37% since 2004
(Statista and Gov.org) 

Other 
main 

causes



In Summary 
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Increase of Poor Mental Health

Personal: Deprivation, lack of family support, trauma, CYP in care, education, reduced services & support…

Global: Climate & nature crisis, wars, conflicts, polarisation…

Cultural: Tech based childhood, social media, gaming, pornography…

Reduced stigma & Increased Awareness



Recommendations

Tech Companies

•  Increase protection from 
harmful content

• Develop better choice of 
phones for CYP such as   
https://www.pinwheel.com/ 

Researchers
•  Keep researching. We 

need to understand more 
about the root causes

Schools
•  Smartphone Free Schools

• High quality digital 
education to students & 
parents in pre school, 
primary & secondary 
schools

Parents & Carers
• Good digital education to warn parents 

of the dangers

• ‘Collective Action’ to Delay 
Smartphones (age 14), and;

• Delay Social Media (age 16)

• Reflect on own phone habits and 
behaviours

• Family charter around phone use 

Children & Young People 

• High quality digital 
education delivered by 
CYP to minimize the harm 
and maximise the benefits

• Lightly supervised places 
for groups of CYP together

What can 
be done?

https://www.pinwheel.com/
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