

[image: frn_fig_001]









Emergence


HOW MODERN CONVENIENCE IS
 DUMBING DOWN OUR CHILDREN AND
 WHAT PARENTS AND SCHOOLS
 CAN DO ABOUT IT


Jonathan P. Strecker, EdD


[image: frn_fig_002]











[image: frn_fig_003]


An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of


The Globe Pequot Publishing Group, Inc.


64 South Main St.


Essex, CT 06426


www.globepequot.com


Copyright © 2026 by Jonathan Strecker


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available


ISBN 9781493094257 (paperback) | ISBN 9781493094264 (epub)


[image: frn_fig_004] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992











FIGURES




	1.1Sierpinski Triangle


	1.2Amorphous Sierpinski Triangle


	1.3Five Intelligences


	2.1Amorphous Sierpinski Triangle


	2.2Sierpinski Triangle


	2.3Collapsing Structure


	2.4Relationship Between Convenience and Self-Development


	2.5Relationship Between Convenience and Self-Development TP


	2.6Flynn Effect


	2.7IQ Trends—Norwegian Recruits


	2.8Declines in Social Engagement


	2.9Declines in Sleep, Social Interaction, and Happiness


	2.10Trust Declines


	3.1Edge of Chaos


	3.2Box System


	4.1The Inequitable Climb


	4.2Maslow’s Hierarchy


	5.1Tommy Mygrant


	5.2Bloom’s Taxonomy (Revised 2001)


	5.3Triad of Health


	6.1Brain


	7.1Social Madness


	7.2Rotary Club’s Four-Way Test


	7.3The Four Components of Social Awareness


	8.1Emotional Contagion


	8.2Emotions Wheel


	8.3Unconscious Incompetence to Unconscious Competence


	9.1Moral Dilemmas


	9.2Immanuel Kant


	9.3Trolley Problem


	10.1Complexity


	10.2How the Five Attributes Overlap and Reinforce One Another


	11.1From the Perspective of a Child


	11.2Bloom’s Taxonomy (Revised 2001)


	11.3SMART Goals


	11.4Vision Sequence














PREFACE


Coddiwomple


Before accepting advice, it is important to understand the life experiences of the person offering it. My own journey, like many of yours, has been filled with challenges and struggles—the type of adversity that might break a person. And yes, there were dark days. However, now that I have experienced a life well lived, I’ve found that intellectual hardship, social isolation, emotional fatigue, ethical challenges, and physical turmoil are the very tools we can wield to sculpt us into the best versions of ourselves. Let me begin with a single word that represents the beginning of my journey.


“Coddiwomple” is such an amusing word. As far as I know, it hasn’t been included in any formal dictionaries, but I believe it describes my early educational experience perfectly. The term Coddiwomple is slang that describes a journey with an unknown destination or an unclear path. That was me—showing up to school every day, doing just enough to get by, and living in the moment.


If viewed as a metaphorical journey, such as the captain of a sailboat at sea, I spent a significant amount of time simply wandering between the ebbs and flows of the ocean waves. I chose my path carelessly and without a clear destination. As my mother often said, “I went where the wind took me.” So, what did this approach yield?


When I graduated from high school, my meandering strategy resulted in an unremarkable experience. Upon graduating, I had earned a 2.2 GPA. I was emotionally distraught after my high school girlfriend broke up with me, likely due to my lack of direction. My athletic career had come to an end, something that had consumed much of my time. Socially, the few friends I had went off to college, which left me spending time with acquaintances from work who had questionable ethics. My aimless lifestyle led me to a dark, lonely place, and it undoubtedly marked the lowest point of my life.




Right after high school, unsure of what to do next, I followed in my father’s footsteps and took a job in a factory. I spent my days piling boxes in a shipping department. This monotonous routine, combined with my lack of direction, made each day feel like a cruel joke, repeating itself endlessly in mundanity.


After a year and a half, I decided to apply to college. I was fortunate and grateful that The Ohio State University offered me a much-needed opportunity. This break was essential for me, and I truly appreciated it. I began my studies in the winter of 1991, just a few days before my twenty-first birthday.


Just as I was beginning to improve my life—almost like a cosmic joke—I faced an unexpected challenge: stage IV cancer. The diagnosis was a tremendous shock at the time. I underwent intense chemotherapy and radiation treatments, but in the end, I found the event to be bittersweet. On one side, my body was beaten and battered. I was a shell of myself, having lost eighty pounds in the process. Yet, this confrontation with mortality brought me an unexpected moment of clarity and purpose. I learned that time was not meant to be wasted.


From the moment I walked out of the Arthur G. James Cancer Hospital in 1992, I committed myself to reaching the pinnacle of human achievement—or at least as high as my abilities could take me. I freed myself from the aimless behavior and self-doubt I had adopted and began to seek out the wise guidance and counsel of others.











INTRODUCTION


For much of human history, we have been told by parents, teachers, bosses, and society that as we grow more advanced, things get better. Such as, if we gain a better understanding of emotional health, we improve our ability to regulate our emotions. With the development of more communication methods, we become increasingly connected. This greater connectivity leads to a more civilized society. Throughout much of human history, this has been demonstrated to be true.


However, the fabric of this reality is beginning to fray.


Recent studies have shown a reverse correlation among several interconnected factors. Our intelligence quotients (IQ) are declining, emotional stability is worsening, and ethical decision-making is deteriorating. As a society, we are becoming increasingly antisocial, and our physical health is declining as well. It seems we may have reached a tipping point in human development.


Given these findings, I believe it is crucial for us to revisit and analyze the additional factors that have influenced this complex relationship between human growth and societal progress. If we choose to overlook these shifts, we will face significant consequences. Consider the implications if these declines were to persist. The human species would become increasingly ignorant, isolated, emotionally unstable, ethically compromised, and unhealthy. No doubt, a frightful future.


So, what is it that is causing these declines?


Believe it or not, modern conveniences may be leading us toward our slow and steady demise. What is most disturbing is that our advancements and comforts continue to increase. Over the past century, we have filled our homes with kitchen appliances, washers, dryers, telephones, and televisions. Our driveways are now populated with various vehicles. In the last twenty-five years, we have progressed to home computers, the internet, and smartphones. Recently, in the past decade, quantum computers and artificial intelligence have emerged, threatening to change our lives exponentially. Can you feel it? The momentum of advancement is accelerating at a pace that is barely discernible to us, and we are only just beginning to recognize the negative impacts of all these conveniences.


I am not advocating for eliminating these technologies but rather redefining the purpose of humankind. I believe we must first analyze the patterns that have caused this shift, evaluate their impact, and create a new pathway to ensure humans do not stagnate and unknowingly perpetuate our own demise.












PART I

THE FOUNDATIONS OF EMERGENCE














CHAPTER ONE


THE TRICOLON


The Magic of Three


Three Is a Magic Number


—Bob Dorough1


The “Magic of Three” refers to the idea of grouping items in threes. This theory posits that three is the minimum number of events needed to demonstrate a pattern. This process of reflection allows a person to first seek to understand, second to analyze and evaluate, and third, to decide. As an example, when I was contemplating taking on my first headship, I asked my head of school at the John Cooper School, Mike Maher, “Mike, when will I know if Valley School of Ligonier is the right fit for me?”


He paused for a moment before saying, “After three years, Jon. You will go through three stages: In the first year, you listen intently; in the second year, you learn; and in the third year, you lead. Trust me, you’ll understand this by the end of the third year.” He was right; those three years gave me the wisdom I needed to determine whether Valley School was a good fit for me and whether I was a good fit for the school.


As humans, we are naturally drawn to patterns. Over the past twenty-nine years, I have had the privilege of working in three exceptional schools: the Stanley Clark School in South Bend, Indiana (eleven years), the John Cooper School in The Woodlands, Texas (nine years), and the Valley School of Ligonier in Rector, Pennsylvania (nine years). Throughout this experience, I have been able to explore both the differences and the similarities that highlight what makes each of these schools unique. I present to you their current mission statements. I encourage you to pay attention to the differences and similarities.


The Stanley Clark School, established in 1958, is a PS–8 school with approximately 350 students. SCS is in a stable-growth suburban neighborhood. Stanley Clark was recognized as a Blue Ribbon School, the highest award an American school can achieve. The mission of the Stanley Clark School is:




We inspire each student to find a joy of learning through a comprehensive journey rooted in excellence, igniting limitless potential.2





The John Cooper School, a K–12 institution established in 1988, has over 1,350 students enrolled. It is located in a rapidly growing suburban neighborhood and has a significant international student population. It was voted the Best Private School in The Woodlands, Texas, and fourth best in all of Texas.




The John Cooper School is an independent, non-sectarian, co-educational, college preparatory day school. Our mission is to provide a challenging education in a caring environment to a diverse group of select students, enabling them to become critical and creative thinkers, effective communicators, responsible citizens and leaders, and lifelong learners.3





Valley School of Ligonier, founded in 1946, is a K–8 school that has recently achieved its highest enrollment with 225 students, despite a declining demographic in Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania. Nestled in a rural, natural setting, the school is surrounded by forests and a bubbling stream, enhancing its charming atmosphere. In 2023, Valley School was voted the best private school in Westmoreland County.




In an environment that is safe, challenging, nurturing, and disciplined, Valley School provides a balanced and strong program of study for a diverse group of children. Our goal is to stimulate in each young person lifelong habits of moral behavior, seeking wisdom, and doing good works for others.4







The three educational institutions vary greatly in terms of race, religion, geography, age groups, enrollment size, cultural and political leanings, and historical background. These are all differentiating factors when considering school culture. Yet, despite these differences, it is important to point out that all three schools have managed to achieve educational exceptionality.


What, then, are the similarities that define their ability to succeed and ultimately foster Emergence? Let’s first define Emergence.


EMERGENCE


The John Templeton Foundation defines emergence in this clear and concise way: “the distinct patterns and behaviors that can arise out of complex systems.”5


As parents and educators, you likely recognize that raising and educating children are complex processes with many phases, milestones, and natural patterns of progress. It begins with the helplessness of infancy, when their caregivers are their entire world. Then come the energetic years of toddler-hood, when natural curiosity begins to take shape. During the preschool years, children learn to dress themselves and create pictures for you to display on the fridge, leading up to their first day of kindergarten. Adolescence introduces a whirlwind of physical changes, hormone fluctuations, and the capacity to argue about even the simplest matters, all part of their quest for independence—a necessary challenge, I suppose.


Yet, there is another element to Emergence—a more purposeful one. Emergence involves not only recognizing patterns within complex systems but also structurally enhancing successful habits while simultaneously suppressing destructive habits. So, how does one accomplish this, and what is the impact?


Nature may very well provide the answer.


Have you ever looked closely at a stalk of broccoli? Astonishingly, the structural pattern repeats over and over again—variously scaled versions of itself make up the whole. This phenomenon is called self-similarity, and you can also see it in shells, trees, rivers, coastlines, and mountains. It is nature’s way of providing physical structural integrity to an ecosystem—a mathematical code embedded in the universe itself.


In Figure 1.1, I highlight a Sierpinski equilateral triangle based on the concept of self-similarity.
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Figure 1.1. Sierpinski Triangle


So, how does this apply to a child’s life? Fractals are repetitive features that create patterns that construct a framework that provides strength and stability to a system based on three elements: overall shape, repeating patterns, and adherence of bonds. If you look at the image above, this fractal set is built out of equilateral triangles and nothing more. No matter how close you get to the image, the pattern repeats infinitely. Nature utilizes this structural methodology because it creates a powerful foundation. As in our schools and life, children need a foundation of stability and strength to work from if they hope to reach Emergence.


Let’s look at an example. Since I mentioned the fractal properties of broccoli, which, of course, all children love, we’ll start with a child’s physical health.


The condition of a child’s physical health is directly related to their daily behaviors and consistency of activities. The more nutritiously they eat, the more they exercise, and the more restful their sleep, the better their cell function. The better their cell function, the more efficiently their organs remove waste and toxins and pump oxygen through the body. Additionally, beneficial cell function fosters electrical and chemical activity in the brain. The better the system performs, the more physically responsive they are. Their bodies work like a fractal structure in which positive patterns build a self-reinforcing system of physical development and health. The whole is composed of the parts. You should consider what your children eat, their physical activity, and how well they rest. If you imagine each meal, each night of sleep, and each day of play as building a structurally sound triangle, what would your child’s triangle look like?


Figure 1.1 provides one visual example:


Perfect Equilateral Triangles—A child remains active, eats right, and gets plenty of rest. From a natural point of view, a child’s ability to achieve these three elements will create a framework of health and vitality, likely leading to a long life.


For a different example, see Figure 1.2: 


Amorphous Triangles—Sedentary lifestyle, eating junk food, and staying up all night. Here, the child is not developing healthy habits in a consistent way. The triangle is misshapen and foundationally weak.
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Figure 1.2. Amorphous Sierpinski Triangle




Whatever structure a child builds based on their individual behaviors will define them fundamentally. If a child develops properly, that structure should be seen as a solid foundation to continue to build upon. If they do not develop properly, you might hear the phrase, “I feel like my life is falling apart.” Literally, this is the case. Our ability as schools and families to help young people develop these fractal habits is fundamental to their success.


When I consider Valley School’s program in regard to physical health, children receive ample amounts of physical play outdoors, multiple recesses, regular gym classes, and classroom movement. They also receive nutritious lunches with homemade meals, a daily salad bar, and a combination of fruits, with an occasional dessert (not daily). We monitor such elements as salts, sugars, and carbohydrates. We also explain to our families the importance of sleep, including removing all distracting elements from a bedroom. This school/family partnership is vital to ensure proper sleep. Even the school nurse provides regular updates on regional and building sickness levels. This intentionality from the school and families ensures children experience a physically healthy environment in which to foster their habits.


In addition to their physical health, at Valley, we also consider a child’s intellectual, social, emotional, and ethical intelligence with the same level of intensity, intentionality, and complexity. Each of these aspects plays a vital role in fostering a well-rounded child. Please refer to Figure 1.3 as a model of this holistic structure.


So why is it so hard for schools and families to perceive problems and solutions in this complex, structured way? It’s because our evolutionary code has preprogrammed us to find fast, simple answers. Since the dawn of human civilization, humans have fought for survival. Long ago, our existence was predicated on our ability to fight off predators, freeze in place to remain unseen, and flee when necessary. We sheltered in caves, traveled for food, and joined collectively to ensure safety in numbers. For millennia, because our survival was so tenuous, our brains constantly reinforced fight, flight, or freeze responses.


It was appropriate and effective for the time, as we carved out a niche for our species in the intricate web of life. But human existence no longer works in this fashion. We have become so dominant that food is plentiful for most, we don’t have to worry about predators, and heck, we even consider traveling into the wilds to be a form of recreation. Natural fears have morphed into artificial anxieties. This is one of the reasons we go to scary movies, read thriller novels, and participate in escape rooms. Those artificially induced fears produce a spike of adrenaline we enjoy, without the risks of actual danger.
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Figure 1.3. Five Intelligences


It is essential to understand that complex thinking is necessary to produce meaningful and long-sustaining solutions. In high-stress moments, our biological impulses compel us to deactivate our high-level cognitive skills in favor of baser life-saving reactions. I am sure you see this regularly in your schools and your children when they don’t appreciate your insights. They may lash out in a combative emotional tone (fight), stomp off in a huff (flight), or become incapable of engagement (freeze). These emotionally charged responses lead them to revert to simple solutions to complex problems. Unfortunately, simple solutions often result in more problems than they are intended to solve.




COMPLEX SOLUTIONS TO COMPLEX PROBLEMS


This information comes at a culturally critical time—a societal crossroads. The truth is that the world is on a slippery slope of decline. This assertion is not hyperbolic but rather based on countless statistical studies that I highlight in Chapter 2, as well as educational observations. As I mentioned previously, but it bears repeating, we have confirmed a significant decline in our five essential intelligences.




	Physical Intelligence: increased obesity, lack of sleep, and less nutrition


	Intellectual Intelligence: decreasing IQ scores and increased fragmented thinking


	Social Intelligence: increased isolation and antisocial behavior


	Emotional Intelligence: increased anxiety and depression


	Ethical Intelligence: increased personal gain and declining trust levels





The question is, how can individuals and schools combat these trends to positively impact society? First, we must acknowledge that complex thinking is essential for finding productive solutions. We need to prioritize fierce and civil conversations that require us to engage our intellect, consider social impacts, philosophize about solutions, practice empathy, and understand the physical ramifications of our actions. This approach will help us avoid being swayed by simplistic reactions and slogans that stem from our instinctual “fight, flight, or freeze” responses. By doing so, we can create a meaningful and positive impact in our schools, in our families, and in society at large.











CHAPTER TWO


A BLEAK FUTURE


Surviving an Era of Intrusive Convenience


A great civilization is not conquered from without until it has destroyed itself from within.


—Will Durant1


A CHILD’S WISH


Every winter at Valley School, the admissions director, division heads, head of finance and operations, and I meet with prospective parents. During these meetings, we emphasize the purpose of the visit, explain how to access our Tuition Within Reach program, and discuss our various educational offerings. I am fortunate to present our vision, mission, and core values. Our core values are centered on five key intelligences: intellectual, social, emotional, ethical, and physical development.


I particularly enjoy meeting the families of kindergarten students. They are eager for their children to begin their educational journeys, and their enthusiasm during the meeting is infectious. Their optimism is palpable, and they absorb information like a sponge. As they prepare to partner with us, I realize that they are entrusting us with their most precious gift: their children. Together, we embark on a journey of self-development, a responsibility we take very seriously.


During these meetings, parents often ask about several key themes: meeting intellectual potential, developing close and lasting friendships, exploring the natural environment, gaining self-confidence, and hoping their children grow into people of integrity. These are all admirable qualities. We assure parents that Valley School is committed to helping their child reach their potential, and begin the process of aligning them with the Valley Core Values: wisdom, wellness (mental and physical), integrity, and community.


For the youngest families entering school for the first time, this is about as far as their questions take them. However, there are older parents in the process as well who have experienced life outside of our school. Their questions allow us to delve into the complexity of past experiences.


Here is a segment of a personal conversation regarding their sixth-grade daughter, Amy, applying to Valley School.




Dr. Strecker, Amy has given up. We don’t know what to do. She says the work is too hard, she recently got into a fight with a classmate, and she cries most nights. When we asked her what she wanted, she told us she wanted a fresh start. I wish Valley School could help her.





I began the process with an optimistic and realistic conversation involving Amy, the division head, and her parents. I emphasized that she was at a crossroads, a point at which she may remain on a path of chaos or choose and seek a path of success. With tears in her eyes, Amy squeaked out the word “success.”


For the next half hour, we discussed her past interactions. We wanted to know from Amy what was causing her chaos. Here is what she identified.




	To keep up, Amy used the internet to get by on homework—basically, using online programs to solve her academic problems. While she kept up with homework, she regularly failed the in-school tests.


	She got into a verbal argument over a topic on the news with another girl after watching a heated debate on TV the night before. The encounter ended with the girls shoving each other and suspensions.


	Amy wasn’t sleeping well because she was surfing on social media sites late into the night. She had lied about her age to gain access. She admitted she was lonely.





Simply put, her foundation was misstructured, much like the graphic in Figure 2.1.


Amy had navigated her issues with quick-fix solutions as a result of lacking the needed wisdom to handle the situation adeptly. We began by restructuring her home life and school life to provide the needed steps to help her become foundationally strong.
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Figure 2.1. Amorphous Sierpinski Triangle


Amy was given access to multiple teachers, the school counselor, and the division head whenever she needed assistance. Additionally, we sent weekly updates to her parents to keep them informed. The parents agreed to take all technology away at night, and they monitored the computer during study time. To help her integrate socially, we arranged for her to befriend our most capable, empathetic, and ethical students, and we placed her in academic classes that matched her abilities. She embraced the program and made deep and lasting friendships.


I am happy to report that after Amy’s successful two-year experience at Valley School, Amy has since graduated from a local university with high honors.




FRACTAL LEARNING


Why does Amy’s story of struggle resonate with so many young people in today’s culture? It really comes down to a lack of clear values and an over-abundance of convenience. Let’s go back to our triangle.


In a well-developed framework (see Figure 2.2), there are three elements of importance.




	First, it requires shape—For a school and families, it is the intentional core values. These values cannot be a poster you hang on the wall and forget about; they have to be ever present in a school and family’s mind and actions. The values are the shape.


	Second, it requires repeated patterns—For a school and families, it is the day-to-day behaviors repeated consistently. That self-replicating pattern breeds stability and fit. Even in the smallest decision, the pattern will be repeated if based on the values.


	Third, it requires structural integrity. This is the mortar to cement these behaviors into place. For schools and families, these are the cultural and accepted bonds that hold the entire structure together.
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Figure 2.2. Sierpinski Triangle
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Figure 2.3. Collapsing Structure


However, modern culture does not make this an easy endeavor. A society with an overabundance of convenience (plethora of choices, confused values, and lack of strength built out of adversity) is equivalent to multiple shapes, inconsistent patterns, and degrading mortar (see Figure 2.3). It may be in the shape of a triangle, but it is simply a facade.


Even the slightest bit of instability can collapse the structure entirely. In this situation, your children may seem well put together one day and fall apart the next.


RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CONVENIENCE AND SELF-DEVELOPMENT


So why is this a recent phenomenon if we have been experiencing increased convenience for much of human existence?


In the past, there was a consistent positive correlation between convenience and self-development. As convenience increased, so did human development (see Figure 2.4).
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Figure 2.4. Relationship Between Convenience and Self-Development


The graph illustrates the relationship between convenience and self-development. As convenience increases on the x-axis, self-development also rises on the y-axis. Additionally, the graph highlights the role of adversity in fostering personal growth. When convenience is low, adversity is high, which can lead to stifled self-development when adversity is significant.


Imagine a child growing up in the early 1880s (see point on the graph), a time before mechanized equipment made daily tasks easier. Life was labor-intensive, with farm animals used to pull plows and transport goods. Farmers spent their days working in the sun, lifting, pulling, and toiling. Children were expected to help with farm life, often dropping out of school early, if they attended at all. Figure 2.4 illustrates the adversity faced by farming families. While the physical demands of farm work made the children stronger, the lifestyle limited their social and intellectual experiences. This doesn’t mean they were dissatisfied with life; rather, their opportunities to reach their full human potential were constrained.


Let’s fast forward to the 1980s (see point on the graph). With advancements in mechanization and technology, children were no longer limited to farm life. The barriers they faced were significantly reduced, allowing them to participate in school experiences. For many, this meant working before and after school, which helped them continue to build physical strength. Additionally, attending school provided opportunities for socialization, emotional support, participation in sports, adherence to the school’s ethical expectations, and intellectual stimulation. As a result, these conveniences allowed children to access greater opportunities for personal development while still experiencing a healthy dose of adversity.
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Figure 2.5. Relationship Between Convenience and Self-Development TP


But something has changed. The human condition is now in decline. That inflection point is the Tipping Point—a point at which there is no longer sufficient adversity to make children stronger so they are able to accomplish similar results as they grow weaker (see Figure 2.5).


Truth is, adversity has been reduced to the point of nonexistence unless intentionally focused upon. Many children only face significant physical adversity if they choose to participate in sports. Intellectually, new technologies allow children to simply input their questions into an AI program, and the work is done for them. The awkwardness of social interaction has been greatly reduced by simply swiping right or left on an app to find a date. Emotionally, we simply medicate our children to overcome their phobias and anxieties. Finally, culture has promoted an individualized-centric philosophy, abandoning the importance of social responsibility. The adversity that used to make children mentally and physically stronger has been reduced and children are unhappier, more lonely, less educated, overweight, and compromised.


You want proof—here it is.


Intellectual Decline


The Flynn Effect describes the consistent increase in intelligence test scores observed across generations, named after psychologist James R. Flynn, the scientist who studied this phenomenon extensively. Flynn noticed that IQ test scores grew progressively stronger over the course of fifty years. The graph (see Figure 2.6) shows that all subset tests exhibited an upward trajectory from 1954 to 2004. However, if one looks carefully, the pattern is not entirely linear. Starting in the 1970s, the progress began to lessen for a few of the tests.
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Figure 2.6. Flynn Effect


INTELLIGENCE QUOTIENT INCREASES—FLYNN EFFECT


Correspondingly in 2018, a study titled “The Flynn Effect in Norway and Other Countries: Practical Implications and Theoretical Questions,” authored by Storsve, Sundet, Torjussen, and Lang-Ree, was published in the Scandinavian Psychologist and considered the Flynn Effect. The researchers found and highlighted anomalies based on the test scores of Norwegian recruits (see Figure 2.7).2 Starting in the early 1990s, you began to see a downward trend in intelligence.
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Figure 2.7. IQ Trends—Norwegian Recruits




INTELLECTUAL DECLINES


It is just recently that this downward trend is being considered in the United States. In an article in Popular Mechanics by Tim Newcomb, “American IQ Scores Have Rapidly Dropped, Proving the ‘Reverse Flynn Effect,’” the author highlights a precipitous decline in human intelligence in the United States.3 Much like in the Norwegian study, the declines are shown to have started in the 1990s. Much has been made of the reasons why—perhaps smart technologies, gaming, failing nutrition, faltering school systems, and social media. Regardless of the reasons, intellect is in decline. What about the other four intelligences, you ask?


Social Engagement Decline


The article “The Social Architecture of Impactful Communities” by Nick deWilde draws insights from Robert Putnam’s book Bowling Alone; both the article and the book emphasize the decline in social engagement.4 While there was a slight decrease in engagement from 1972 to 1985, a significant drop is evident from 1985 to the mid-1990s. This trend is illustrated in Figure 2.8, which shows that attendance at public meetings regarding town or school affairs, participation in clubs, involvement in committees, and the number of individuals interested in government affairs have all decreased over time.
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Figure 2.8. Declines in Social Engagement




Social/Emotional/Physical Declines


DailyMail.com published an article titled “Opioid Epidemic, Poor State of Healthcare and Increased Time Spent Online Are Making Us MISERABLE as America Drops a Place on the World Happiness Scale.” The article highlights the decline in happiness, in-person social interaction, and sleep when compared to the number of hours spent online.5 As expected, the data revealed an inverse relationship: As internet usage has increased, all three areas—happiness, social interaction, and sleep—have declined (see Figure 2.9).


[image: chpt_fig_012]


Figure 2.9. Declines in Sleep, Social Interaction, and Happiness


Trust Declines


Kevin Vallier, in his article, “US Social Trust Has Fallen 23 Points Since 1964,” highlighted the downward shift in US social trust (Figure 2.10), indicating ethical concerns have grown more prominent over the last sixty years.6


So, why are we experiencing these multifaceted declines? Some may point to technological advancements, others to nutrition; some may suggest gaming, news media, educational decision-making, etc. Whatever the rationale, I believe it comes down to one fundamental reality: CONVENIENCE. Convenience of our mind, our bodies, and our social experiences. As convenience increases, adversity decreases.


The very tools we created and implemented to make life easier are the very factors contributing to our recent declines. We have reached, for the first time in human history, a cultural convenience tipping point.
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